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The Realm of Colivar 


The fire had fallen, only embers now. 


Part One 
The Darkest Divide 


Prologue 
The Emperor’s Meal 


It was only a nightmare, thought Carter Briggs. That's all it could be, 
but why couldn’t he wake up? Why couldn’t he stand up and run? Why 
hadn't he run before? 

Out of the night stalked a predator, blacker than the mist that 
swirled around him. The taste of iron lingered in the sentinel’s throat as 
a low growl vibrated across the clearing. The sound prodded at his 
fear, stoked it, brought it fully awake in his mind. 

The beast circled him twice, tasting his terror with every turn. It 
finally pounced, clamping on Carter’s lower leg, biting but not killing. 
Not yet. The giant cat’s jaws crushed his shin bone. It slurped at the 
blood and marrow spilling forth. 

Carter’s screams rang through the surrounding jungle, his thrashing 
held in check by the ropes on his wrists and ankles. The stakes which 
held him were planted deep into the soft ground. The pain gave Briggs 
a moment of clarity. He was the last of his patrol. Mattson had met his 
end at the hands of a forest monster, a rock bear of epic size. Carter 
could stomach the pain, but the image of Sentinel Mattson’s earlier 
demise was more than his mind could hold, and his sanity fled, losing 
its way in the blanketing haze of the scene. 

As the panther continued its work, a clinging black cloud leaked 
from Skarim the Elder’s mouth, rivaling the color of the old bone-man’s 
eyes. 

Chief Tilikum waited impatiently nearby, hoping for something new, 
for anything other than the Emperor's last word, too often repeated by 
the Elder at his feet. 


‘Firefanged’ echoed again in their minds. Always that and nothing 
more. Skarim thought it a warning but stuck to his pipe. 

Tilikum raged. Perhaps his old bone-man was getting weak, or 
perhaps the fuel which fed the Emperor’s tongue had gotten weak. The 
incessant dry-landers were failing him. That must be it. Their crusade 
was burning out in the face of his tribe’s success. Yes, that had to be 
it. 

The Chief chuckled to himself, savoring his insight. 

“Skarim!” he shouted. He slapped the Elder hard across the face, 
knocking him into the blood-strewn mud of the village. “Put away the 
pipe and bring me your youngest son. We have a delivery to make.” 

In the clearing, the screams of Sentinel Briggs had ceased forever. 


Chapter 1 
Mid- Winter 


Crossing bridges had never been a concern before, but as 
predictable chokepoints, they were an assassin’s dream and an 
obstacle well worth scouting in advance. Ben Heck, the newest 
member of Company Storm and head of our security, didn’t have to tell 
me twice. 

Ben was older than the rest of us, at least twice my age, and had 
come with a recommendation of trust from my sister Laila. Besides 
Gideon Weeks, Laila’s current business manager, | could think of no 
one else with such rare approval. Ben lived in the apartment above 
The Scarred Man, the pub’s owner-in-residence by all appearances. 
He had hired the bar staff and used the operation to gather news about 
the Lower Districts of Maidenhall. Instead of wearing my company 
badge, he’d opted for a Storm insignia tattoo under his shirt, blended in 
with several ink markings for martial effect. | liked his style of 
commitment and relied on his eye and experience for the company’s 
security wherever we went. 

Another concern when we were traveling was the order of march. 
Our most vulnerable or valuable members were relegated to the 
middle of the column, surrounded by thick sentinel shields. | rode up 
front with my bodyguard, a dark elf named Yseria Warric, while Raven 
Ylamil, my second and Beloved, covered the tail end with her cousin 
Andarion. Yseria was once a member of the Royal Guard in the City- 
State of Bastian but had worn out her welcome by showing all of her 
fellow dark elves the sizable chip on her shoulder. King Ylamil of 
Bastian was plenty willing to drop her into my lap, and | ended up with 


a master-level duelist as well as a rock-solid friend. My innate sense 
for predators gave us an edge in sniffing out any assassins hired to 
lurk in our path as we crossed the Realm of Colivar. It was a 
responsibility that | took with utmost care. 

As such, we found ourselves halted fifty yards short of the bridge 
over the Westever river, gazing at Berykholt in the distance. With the 
sun still high overhead, the city was enjoying a clear winter’s day. 
Besides the extra visitors on hand for the Order’s promotion ceremony, 
the broadway up through the town looked perfectly normal. 

| wanted to puke. 

The last bridge on any trip always seemed to do this, clouding my 
mind with harsh memories and indecision. | looked back to my troop, 
everything in perfect order. 

“Shields, please,” | ordered. “We’re almost home.” 

| said this last bit for Meryl Snow, who was positioned a few horses 
behind mine. Being the Order's liaison to Duke Ragir, Mery! had joined 
us for the ride up from Stonnberg. We were all attending his sister’s 
coming of age celebration in the stronghold of his father, Meryck 
Snow, the Vigil of the North. 

“You first, Ben,” | sooke to the man seated directly behind me. 

Ben wore a broadsword, a reinforced leather overcoat with an 
underlying steel mesh, and a focused brow. He knew his business. 

Ben’s horse trotted forward, and | gave him thirty yards before 
bringing our column into motion. As we crested the bridge, my view 
expanded upon a familiar scene and one beautifully familiar face 
waiting for us on the north side of the river. Lynda Snow sat upon her 
horse, Fenny, and showed off her enchanting smile, which, even from 
forty yards, could steal a man’s heart. 

Ben’s mount suddenly bolted forward, the man slashing his reins at 
Fenny’s hindquarter as he galloped past. Yser and | dodged foot traffic 
on the bridge as we moved to intercept Lynda’s spooked horse. 
Fortunately, the confines of the bridge kept the animal running straight 
at us. Daur turned it and brought it to a stop as Yser got ahead of us, 
raising her shield toward the busy town. She hated the heavy shield 
but had acquiesced to my demand that she carry it whenever we 
travel. 


“Hello, Lynda,” | said to the newly disheveled and anxious young 
woman. “Please hold on tight.” 

| grabbed her reins and galloped northward, off the bridge into town; 
a small stream of horses pounded loudly on the cobbled streets behind 
me. At the first chance, | veered right and swung away from the main 
thoroughfare. The side streets were narrower, but traffic was lighter, 
and our column could move faster as we continued our way around 
towards the Hold and its relative safety. Having shields on our left 
arms would further protect many of us. As we broke into the clear, | 
could see that we were expected, the gate into the Hold standing open 
for our immediate use. 

The company finally ground to a halt in a spacious courtyard, 
horses huffing and excited by the fun ending to our long trip. Hopping 
off of Daur and handing his reins to an eager stable hand, | helped 
Lynda Snow down from her skittish horse and received a warm 
embrace for my efforts. 

“Are you OK?” | said. “It's so good to see you again.” 

“And you,” she replied. “You’ve grown since last summer.” 

It was only six months since my ascension to Vigil Storm at the age 
of eighteen, but plenty had happened since. 

“Hurry up, you two!” Meryl grinned, looking over my shoulder at his 
sister. “There’s a line forming here, and everyone wants to meet the 
honored lady.” 

Raven and Andy hopped up behind Meryl, reinforcing his point. 

“| will see you later, Lynda.” | kissed her on the cheek. “I need to 
find out what all the earlier fuss was about.” 

“Hey, who let the devil into the courtyard!” a voice echoed from 
above. 

Looking up, | spied Vigil Akila Thorn, leaning out the fourth-floor 
window of the keep for visiting dignitaries, one of four main keeps 
within Snow's castle walls. Thorn’s comment told me that Raven had 
been keeping her informed of recent events in Maidenhall. 

“Well met, Akila,” | yelled back. “I hope we didn’t wake you!” 

“Ha! You and | have a date with your friend, Sergeant Masterson, 
as soon as you shake off the road.” 

“Gladly. I'll see you here, mid-afternoon.” 


Moments later, as we were busy handing travel packs to pages, 
Ben Heck arrived with a scowling teenager in tow. 

“Ben, who’ve you got?” | asked. 

“A watcher, and not a subtle one. Local lad. Says his name is 
‘Tanner.’ It seems that he was being paid to hang out on a certain 
corner near the bridge and report any Vigil activity he saw, count 
heads, weapons, that sort of thing.” 

“Talkative, wasn’t he?” 

“Not at first,” Ben replied. 

There were several good reasons for having Ben Heck as head of 
security. His sister, Laila, had failed to mention most of them. 

“Tanner, tell me about the men that paid you.” 

“Well, they haven’t paid me yet, the fething ghosts.” 

Men from the northern Kingdom of Niantia were often called ‘ghosts’ 
for their overly pale appearance. That Nantines had been seen in 
Berykholt was odd, besides the fact that they were spying on the Vigil. 
The Everest Mountains to our north provided a natural barrier to all but 
the most diligent smugglers, demons, or spies. 

“How were you to report back to them?” | asked. 

“I’m supposed to meet them on the south end of the bridge, 
midnight tonight.” 

“Ben, please escort Tanner home. I’ve got his scent now. Take 
Gunner and Hicks with you. They’ll enjoy stretching their legs.” 

The rest of my day was fully booked, and suddenly it looked like my 
night might be its own reward. 

### 

We’d gotten settled in, two floors below Vigil Thorne’s retinue, and 
washed up. Raven and | shared a room, one of eight bedrooms lining 
our floor in the dignitaries’ Keep, with a large common living room in 
the middle and baths on the far end. Sergeant Volk was sent upstairs 
to rejoin his former crew. He’d been on loan from the Vigil of the East 
for the past half-year, and with the lull that winter brought, it was a 
good time to offer him back. I’d asked Volk to keep his Storm pin in 
case he got tired of the jungles or Vigil Thorn, knowing that comment 
would surely get back to his boss. 

“Nice tan, Ara,” said Lynda Snow, admiring the exotic spotted skin 


of my right forearm as | removed my vambraces. 

A Hellfire burn from an incredibly toxic demon beneath Maidenhall 
had provided the lovely pattern and the pain to match. 

“If he starts to growl, call for Raven. She knows how to keep him off 
the furniture,” Yser quipped. 

Raven was a half-elf, her father being King Ylamil of the City-State 
of Bastian. She was taller than Yseria and had curves that the slender 
dark elf lacked. Rae’s deep-toned skin and blood-red lips combined 
beautifully with her gray eyes and straight black hair, but it was the 
weapons that she carried that made her even more special. One, a 
long black sword named Talon, was strapped across her back, while 
the other, the soul of a death-demon, was wrapped secretly around her 
heart, adding to her already fierce demeanor. 

“Lynda, have you checked out my bodyguard’s beauty mark?” | shot 
back, knowing Yser was admittedly proud of the new scar on her 
forehead. 

“| read Raven’s reports. Maidenhall was a rough time, wasn’t it?” 

Lynda wasn’t simply curious. She was one of my first friends in the 
big world and as perceptive as anyone I’ve ever met. She searched for 
my eyes, which were earnestly looking out the window. 

“He doesn’t speak of it, not anymore,” said a voice unfamiliar to 
Lynda Snow. “Not since they opened the new orphanage in his name.” 

| reached out for Hart’s hand and guided her over. Her bodyguard, 
Sevin, was nowhere to be seen for the moment. 

“Lynda, this is my sister and Inquisitor, Hart Storm. Hart, this is the 
first friend | ever had outside of Lockrun, Lynda Snow.” 

Lynda blushed at the reference, perhaps at hearing something so 
personal shared in front of a total stranger. 

“Lynda, while certain topics are off-limits, I've gotten into a terrible 
habit of speaking candidly about many other things, hence my need for 
a skilled diplomat to take charge of the various courts and negotiations 
around me.” I’d been pursuing Lynda for the role of Storm Company 
Consul but had yet to receive a hint of her future plans. 

“I see,” she replied. “I’ve been considering your offer, among many 
others. It seems that my father has been advertising my services 
widely in hopes that | will end up somewhere safe, and by safe, | think 


he means far away from Vigil Storm.” 

“I’m due to speak with Lord Snow later today, and I’m willing to 
sway him in any way possible.” 

“Ara, aren’t you supposed to get down on one knee first?” Keil 
Martell asked in his usual outspoken manner. 

Keil was one of my sentinels, and his younger brother Sevin was 
another. Keil was better with his mouth, while Sevin reigned supreme 
with his heavy axe and his interest in Hart. 

Lynda blushed furiously at the remark. After a quick nod to Keil for 
his perfectly cheeky comment, | jumped in to save her. 

“Lynda, you see what I’ve been dealing with for the past half-year,” | 
laughed. “You can’t imagine what it’s like seeing Keil Martell’s face first 
thing every morning with the latest request from the Judge of 
Maidenhall.” 

After a bit of a contentious start, Keil and | had fallen into a pattern 
of friendly raillery, and if we weren’t giving each other a hard time, 
something was awfully wrong. 

“You two have grown close, haven’t you? Does Raven know?” 
Lynda laughed, a faux shocked look on her face. 

“Well, it’s a long story, but we have Yseria to thank for the match- 
making. We realized how much we had in common, both chasing after 
Yser’s exotic personality and feisty looks, or was it the other way 
around?” | said. 

There was only one reason that | could joke in such a way with my 
close-knit company. Her name was Raven, and she was standing at 
the door, giving me her best look. 

“Did | come at a bad time?” Rae smiled, walking in with her cousin 
Andy. “Lynda, | will have to apologize for Ara. He’s gotten a bit too 
comfortable with himself since we ended our betrothal.” 

From the look on Lynda’s face, | could see this news hadn't been 
shared in Raven’s regular reports to the Vigil in Berykholt, and from the 
look on Raven’s, my Beloved had been saving the news for the perfect 
time. Her father was a dark elf, and Rae was as devious as the next 
when she wanted to be. She may have suddenly won the day’s round, 
and a disappointed grin from Keil confirmed it. 

Hart was having none of our antics. “In an incredibly real manner, 


Ara returned Rae to the world, and it seems that Rae’s healthy heart 
has given Ara the chance to be himself, and perhaps heal as well,” she 
explained. “As to the end of their betrothal, well, they are still sharing a 
room.” 

Hart, though physically blind, saw what needed to be seen through 
her inner eye. She was my most constant companion and, as my 
Inquisitor, kept watch over my chaotic soul and helped diagnose the ill 
effects that fighting demons had on my mind. She was also my sister 
by decree. 

Being the youngest of the Colivarian Vigils, my position had its 
perks when it came to bending reality. Not even the King would object 
to the decree of a vigil of the Order. That’s not to say that King 
Falbrenn wasn’t the prime ruler of Colivar or that his word didn’t carry 
more sway within the court and the Realm, but there was a careful 
balance and plenty of politics to go around. 

“Hart, we'll be meeting with Lord Snow and Vigil Thorn before 
dinner. | want you to be there, and Lynda too. Oh, and everyone brings 
their bodyguards wherever they go. There are presently three Vigils in 
Berykholt, and foreign agents have been found lurking. I’ve already got 
a busy night planned.” 

### 

We were each handed a list. Vigil Thorn’s had twenty names 
covering the best sentinel-adepts from the fall and winter recruitment 
classes. Mine had two. 

| looked over Akila’s long list and back at mine. Then | looked up, 
catching Sergeant Caleb Masterson’s gaze. 

“What? You gonna complain?” he said in his usual surly manner. 
Masterson’s eye was almost as legendary as his short-temper when it 
came to spotting and training talented demon-fighters. 

“Sergeant, I’m only concerned for Akila here. We don’t want her 
walking away feeling slighted or anything,” | replied. “I mean, I’m sure 
she sent you a few dozen recruits from the swamps along the eastern 
border, like | do every season.” 

“Ara, my boy,” he smiled, “I handed Vigil Thorn twenty of the best- 
trained recruits to come out of Berykholt this year. You, on the other 
hand, got two of the best recruits I’ve seen in the last five years, 


maybe ten, so if | do the math, you come out square.” 

“Sevin Martell’s level?” | pressed, liking where this was going. 

“Who’s Sevin Martell?” said Thorn. 

All of my sentinels being twenty years old or less, Sevin was 
nineteen and likely the best axe of the bunch. 

“My inquisitor’s bodyguard.” 

“You have an inquisitor now?” she replied. “About time. The world 
feels a lot safer to me, knowing that.” 

“You like Sevin, do ya?” said Masterson. “Well, these two aren’t 
Sevin, but you don’t need another one like him. As | see it, you need 
two things right now—another competent scout and someone that'll 
grow into a sergeant or maybe a second. Juno Hartwell could go head- 
to-head with Sevin and make him work for it. While Sevin has a cool, 
efficient knack for fighting and always being a step ahead of his 
opponent, Juno will share his mind candidly, and let me tell you, he 
has a sharp one at that. My best guess is that you have too little in the 
way of good advice being given to you when you probably need it the 
most. Juno Hartwell is your man.” 

“And his last name?” | asked. 

Snow’s Warden, the commander and tactician that steered the 
Vigil’s northern forces during a Horde battle, was an extremely smart 
man named Gabriel Hartwell. 

“Nephew,” Masterson answered. 

“| already have a second.” 

“My boy, what you have is a princess and a heart of gold. 
Eventually, you may find yourself in need of someone else.” 

“And the other adept?” 

“Not an adept. A full-blooded sentinel when he graduates this week. 
Cillian Redd tracked and killed a demon on a recruit company venture 
into the Everest. A day north of here, while most of the team was either 
resting or building a travel shelter, he found a cave that happened to 
still be in use. He was lucky that there was only one straggler, but he 
kept his head while the demon lost theirs. 

“The boy may have a few anger issues, but like someone else | 
know, he knows how to apply his axe most effectively. Make him a 
scout and let him grow with it. Mott Duncan will Know what to do with 


him if you don’t.” 

Duncan, a former senior scout of Berykholt, had signed on with 
Company Storm as my only sentinel-scout. His candid oversight kept 
me moving forward between the demons, ditches, and roadblocks that 
| encountered. 

“Sergeant Masterson, you’ve made my walk back to Snow’s Hold 
that much longer, what with Akila sobbing beside me all the way 
there,” | smiled. 

Thorn bristled, “Stow it, Storm. We both know that we got what we 
needed. | needed bodies, and you needed brains. Now, aren't we 
running late for the Conclave with Lord Snow?” 


Chapter 2 


Split Decisions 


Due to the numbers present, we met in the over-sized dining hall of 
Snow’s Keep. Vigil Meryck Snow seemed genuinely glad to see me, 
and Sentinel-Captain Glenn, head of Snow’s House Guard, trapped 
me in a bear hug. Inquisitor Loeb was more distant but seemed to 
relax a bit with the presence of Inquisitor Hart Storm. The leopard pelt 
design on the skin of my right arm caught everyone’s attention, and | 
had to explain that it was a freak Hellfire burn. Being certain that they’d 
all read the same dispatches, | didn’t elaborate. 

At present, Colivar had five Vigils to aid in its ongoing fight against 
the incursions of the Infernal Domain. For centuries, the Order of the 
Vigil hunted and fought the demonic Hordes that crossed the Veil into 
our world, but the number of Vigils, those with rare abilities to detect 
and counter the Hordes, had slowly dwindled as politics and power 
added to the dangers that we faced. 

Comparing the three Vigils in the dining hall, Vigil Meryck Snow had 
a gift for sensing Infernal Hordes at the farthest distances but was less 
precise in his ability to pinpoint the Enemy. He relied on his sentinel- 
scouts to run down the sizes and exact locations of the Hordes as they 
crossed over from the Infernal Domain. Vigil Akila Thorn seemed to 
have a shorter range in detecting the incursions but had a knack for 
rallying and managing her troops once the battle had begun, and she 
acted as her own Warden when it came to tactics. Both vigils managed 
sentinel troops by the hundreds and had long dealt with the dukes and 
the Crown for additional support when needed. 

| was more in line with Vigil Thorn in terms of detecting the Enemy 


at a modest distance. Still, | also had the strongest sense of what | was 
seeing within my limited range and could apply that to non-demon 
entities as well, discerning the distant presence of predators versus 
prey of all sorts. 

My fledgling company was the smallest, barely a dozen sentinels 
and bodyguards. As such, | was still in recruiting mode, looking for a 
few more key individuals to complete us. We were trouble-shooters, 
looking to arrive before the Horde could fully form and capable of 
diving into Hellholes with the worst of the demons. 

Vigil Snow began the Conclave by sharing the costly results of his 
autumn campaign into the Everest Mountains, where they had found 
and destroyed a demonic portal buried deep in a seemingly man-made 
cave. The cave structure was entirely similar to one that Raven and | 
had tackled outside Lockrun last summer. Snow had lost four vaunted 
paladins in the effort with another dozen wounded as they’d fought 
their way through to the Infernal altar. With winter coming on, things 
were mercifully quiet. 

Vigil Thorn took the floor and gave us an update on the East. She 
was based out of the city of Dungarr, but her army was semi- 
permanently stationed at a frontier fort almost a day’s ride farther east 
in the Dungarr Basin. The dense terrain of jungle and swampland 
made it difficult to track and engage the heretics. Akila found that the 
enemy’s numbers along Colivar’s border were significantly larger than 
she first believed. The heretics used curse-twisting bone-men and 
altars to procure demons for their cause, and the sentinels were 
beginning to find certain animals in the region growing more 
aggressive. This last item couldn't be what | thought it was, so | kept 
my mouth shut. 

When it was my turn, | looked at Raven and Meryl Snow, knowing 
that they had been keeping everyone informed of my activities. | 
decided to add some color to the meeting, asserting my candid self, 
and dove into an issue that plagued the Order of the Vigil. 

“The Black. Doctor Loeb, have you seen it?” | asked. 

Blank stares radiated around the room. Loeb wouldn't answer. | 
could sense his anxiety at the word, so he had to know something. 

“Snow? Thorn? Any comments?” | grew frustrated by the silence. 


“Has anyone here ever met Cynan the Fething Black?” | knew full well 
that some had. 

“Of course,” said Snow. “One of the more capable paladins in our 
arsenal. You'd stashed him in Lockrun, last I’d heard.” 

“And sick as a demon’s tick when | met him in Stonnberg last 
summer, right before my company left for Maidenhall. Cynan was 
cloaked in the Black, a curse that, in rare cases, follows a sentinel after 
he has killed one or more demons. While most full-blooded sentinels 
appear to grow in strength with each successive kill, some also carry a 
dark cloud that attaches to a strong negative emotion in their mind and 
rides them forward. It spares their body but corrupts their spirit.” 

And here | paused. “Does this not ring any bells, Doctor Loeb?” 

“It does, but we have no way of treating it,” he offered a weak shrug. 

“Paladin Cynan Black was such a case, so | stabbed him and sent 
him to live in Lockrun.” 

| drew Sorrow from its sheath. 

“You remember this, Inquisitor Loeb, don’t you? It is the imbued 
fang of a Kjaira, and it eats the Black. There is a second one in 
Lockrun, hanging around the neck of the lord mayor’s daughter. She is 
officially claimed as a member of Company Storm. | say this purely for 
her protection and yours, should you take the wrong interest in her. 
The powers of Hell certainly have, and they've paid for it.” 

| paused again, shaking out the wrinkles of my thoughts and 
gauging what | could safely share with the other Vigils. 

“Raven Ylamil is my second. In her short career, she rivals many 
paladins by having killed two Hell-knights. She is beautiful in every 
way, and yet her heart mirrors this dagger. Any guesses, Inquisitor 
Loeb?” 

Hart stood up, “Ara, | don’t think that he can see it. Nor can he 
completely see you. Doctor Loeb can only see the Black as evidence 
of Infernal corruption. Right now, you are clean, making him 
completely blind to the power and the energy that moves you, that 
moves us all when you are around.” 

At this comment, | turned and bowed to Hart. | had picked my 
company and my family well. 

| held up my hand, showing the piercing scar that adorned my palm. 


“| suffer from the Black. Sorrow, my dagger, and Hart, my inquisitor, 
are my constant guardians in case | step into another Hellhole or the 
basement of a crypt in Maidenhall. My Vigil brands are also with me to 
give the alarm whenever the Infernal curse flares up. My scars simply 
start to burn until | am cleansed, and the fire is extremely motivating.” 

Inquisitor Loeb stood and bowed to me. Meryck Snow did the same. 
They’d been the ones to brand me with the Vigil marks, front and back, 
and | took their gesture as a small sign of respect. Snow, for one, 
would never apologize for the brutality and its long-term results. 

Never one to hide her feelings, Akila Thorn spat, “About fething 
time.” 

“On a different note, the Witches Divine no longer operate in 
Maidenhall,” | said. “The Mother Divine has fled to warmer waters, 
wherever they may be. Seems that there wasn’t room for the two of us 
in that huge city.” 

Inquisitor Loeb leaned forward. “Did she mention anything more 
about Firefanged?” 

“No, but there was plenty about a Lord of Pestilence by the name of 
Baron Maltheus. Heard of him?” 

Loeb nodded, waiting for me to continue. 

“Maltheus was the dark power behind the Maidenhall breach and 
also the entity driving the two incursions around Lockrun this past year. 
| don’t begin to understand his Infernal schemes, and we’re not sure 
what he’s after. 

“Before | finish, | have two important requests to make. First, 
Warden Hartwell, | have received the assignment for Sentinel Juno 
Hartwell and wanted to ask for your blessing on the matter. | believe 
he will be a great fit for Company Storm.” 

| couldn’t fully justify my need for his nephew, not with Raven in the 
room, but hoped that my record spoke for itself. 

“Granted,” the Warden stood and bowed to me. 

“And the other request?” Vigil Snow already knew what it was and 
had been working hard to hide his concern. 

“To put it simply, Maidenhall needs a formal Vigil presence. 
Everyone in this room knows that I’m the last one you want dining with 
the Royal Family, especially without proper supervision.” 


That received a few chuckles and nods. 

“Lord Snow, | have the finest bodyguards and the fiercest sentinels 
to advance our cause. What | don’t yet have is a formal voice with the 
King and the dukes. My rapport with the Judge of Maidenhall has 
grown through great personal sacrifice and the performance of 
Company Storm. | ask for your blessing in having your daughter Lynda 
join Company Storm in Maidenhall as my diplomat and consul.” | 
wanted to say, ‘House Storm,’ but hedged at the look on Snow’s face. 

Snow had to know that this was his best option. Having his 
daughter in Maidenhall would also give him a presence that would 
work to his advantage. What | had forgotten was that Snow would do 
or say whatever it takes to get what he wanted. 

“Ara, would you explain to us all the events surrounding the Death 
Valley Massacre?” Snow spoke as if | needed a reminder of that night. 

Feth. 

| looked at Raven. Had she truly conveyed that name in a dispatch 
north? 

She shook her head. 

| looked at Lynda Snow, confusion upon her face. She hadn’t seen 
every dispatch after all. 

And then it hit me. Walker Grey had been through Berykholt at my 
request. He had heard an abbreviated version of the events, enough to 
scare the man back into health and back onto the road. 

An awkward silence hung upon the room. | put my hand gently on 
Hart’s shoulder, not wanting her to stand and bail me out yet again. 
She’d experienced enough that day in Murderhall and the next. 
Everyone on my team had, and they were all still with me. 

Snow would get what he asked for and maybe more. 

“Lord Snow, you are utterly right to ask,” | said. “Nothing is more 
pertinent to us than what happened that night and the days that 
followed. 

“Lynda Snow, | must apologize to you for skipping the details of 
those events before extending my offer of the consul position to you. | 
regard you as one of my dearest friends, and yet | have not included 
you in my circle of honesty, lying to you by omission. | warn you that 
that is about to change, whether you join us or not. 


“| assume that you have all seen the numbers from many sources, 
including Raven. A Vigil entered a secluded gorge on the edge of 
Maidenhall, our King’s semi-Pestilent Capital. Infiltrating the local 
crimelord’s stronghold, he killed thirty-one demons, including two Hell- 
knights and a special demon called a ‘Greol-hjag’ by those that 
seemed to know. The death count that night also included four- 
hundred and ninety-five citizens of Maidenhall, Coven criminal agents 
all.” 

| lifted my hand from Hart’s shoulder, not wanting her to feel it 
shake and needing her to leave the room. 

“Sevin, please assist Hart. She’s already seen the next part. We'll 
meet you back in our rooms shortly.” 

After giving my inquisitor a chance to depart, | began, “Has anyone 
here ever seen Hellfire?” 

| gave them the full drop, covering the fact that the Valley was a trap 
intended to destroy me and that for a while, it had done that in spades. 
| explained how my inquisitor and my team found me and brought me 
back. | described the presence of an Infernal Pestilence and the 
visions that the Greol-hjag had slammed into me, the blighted 
landscape of Maidenhall if Baron Maltheus had won that night, and the 
self-sanctioned rampage of the demons that slaughtered everyone in 
Death Valley. | finished by reiterating the requirement for an on-going 
Vigil presence in Maidenhall, or bad things would surely happen, and 
the Realm would surely fall. 

| kept my vision locked upon Vigil Snow the entire time | spoke, 
pulling on his calm demeanor and his inner drive to do whatever it took 
to stop the Horde in our domain. As | completed my telling, the room 
sat in stunned silence. Raven was taken aback, not because of the 
specific details that | shared, but because | had shared it all, and Vigil 
Snow sat stoically until the end. 

“And who is the Scarred Man?” he continued. 

| sighed at the mention of him, me. Snow had an inside source, 
whoever they were. Feth again. 

“My presence and persona in the Lower Districts of Maidenhall,” | 
said. “I killed three demons there, in a pit fight in front of hundreds, and 
the name stuck. The Scarred Man represents a bridge between the 


Maidenhall communities and an end to the criminal overboss’s 
demonic reign of terror. It's also the name of a new school and 
orphanage that we created for the surviving children of the Death 
Valley Massacre.” 

| braced for the impact of his next query. | couldn’t even look around 
the room, let alone in his son or daughter’s direction. Feth me. 

As Meryck Snow finally spoke, | could sense his struggle for words. 

“Ara, when | met with your inquisitor earlier this afternoon, and she 
suggested that | ask you those two questions tonight, she left me 
completely unprepared for your answers. | would never have guessed 
the depth of the Rift in Maidenhall, nor am | able to comprehend the 
level of resolve that was required to heal it.” 

Vigil Snow bowed to me once more and took a seat. 

“Please excuse me, Lord Snow,” | said, turning quickly to leave. “l 
think my sister needs me.” 

### 

Sevin sat alone in the shared living room. His arms were folded, his 
chin propped against his chest as if he were dozing. He wasn’t. 

“She’s in her room,” he said as | walked in. “Hart said she was tired 
and needed to lie down.” 

“You were with her earlier when she met with Vigil Snow?” 

He nodded. 

It was daft of me even to ask. Sevin rarely left Hart’s side these 
days. | was glad. 

“So, you know why she might be upset right now?” It wasn’t really a 
question. 

He nodded again. Sevin’s quiet nature could be a bit demanding at 
times. 

“Any hints for the man who single-handedly rescued that precious 
axe of yours, a prince’s weapon, from the clutches of a Hell-site? For 
the man who traded the Grey Walker an even greater weapon for the 
right to Keep said axe, and who gifted the axe to you for the protection 
of the girl that we both love.” 

Here, he finally looked up at me, raising an eyebrow in my direction, 
with only the slightest twinge of jealousy behind it. At least, | finally had 
his attention. 


“Of course, | adore her. I’m her brother, and Hart guards my sanity 
and my soul better than | could ever have hoped.” | finally shut up, 
getting tired of doing all the talking. 

Hart’s door slowly opened, and my inquisitor emerged. Her eyes 
were red, and her hair a bit tossed from a fitful nap. | knew that she’d 
heard everything that I’d said. 

“Ara, what brings you here?” she asked in the coyest manner 
possible. 

It was a game that we played, pretending that we could fool each 
other with our words when our connection left nothing unsaid. 

“’ve come to find my inquisitor. It seems that she is taking after her 
bodyguard, always being one step ahead, always knowing what her 
Vigil needs before he knows it himself.” 

“Is that a problem?” Hart fought a smile. Her love for Sevin brimmed 
beneath the surface at my compliment to them both. 

“Only in that dinner is about to start, and the most beautiful of 
inquisitors has yet to be seated.” 

Sevin coughed into his hand in the background. My attempts at 
flirting with Hart were as legendary among Company Storm as they 
were inept. 

“Are you comparing me to that dreadful Doctor Loeb? The man that 
had you branded for the Vigil?” She had stoked a bit of heat behind her 
words. 

“Never,” | said, holding out my hand. 

Hart reached out and took it. For a blind girl, she saw me all too 
clearly. 

### 

| was doubly jealous. Having Raven, easily the most beautiful and 
fierce woman for miles around on my left, and Hart, the inquisitor that 
could tame Vigil Ara Storm on my right, one would have thought | was 
well placed, but not with a room full of extraordinary men, vying for 
their attention. The two young women saw me every day, and this 
casual dinner was their chance to connect with new acquaintances 
and Order of the Vigil pen pals. | took solace in Raven’s hand, holding 
mine beneath the table, as | scanned the many different eyes that 
passed our way. 


As the meal ended, | searched out Mery! Snow, having noted that 
Lynda had retired early. She had skipped the meal entirely. 

“Vigil Storm,” Meryl said as | approached. 

“Ara,” | countered, offering my hand. 

He was trained to take it without hesitation, and he did. 

“Ara,” he corrected himself. “It seems that we have been left in the 
dark when it comes to the challenges that you have faced.” 

It was the most diplomatic apology, where none was needed. 

“Meryl, | want to apologize to you and your sister. | feel that in my 
abject need, | may have ruined our friendship. If you remember 
anything from tonight, please let it be that | am human, and | do make 
mistakes. Your family’s forgiveness means everything to me.” 

With that, | excused myself and went looking for the sentinel-scouts. 


Chapter 3 
Shadows and Ghosts 


“So, which one of you lazy blighters found Snow’s Hell-cave?” | 
pounced upon the scouts’ surprise at my entrance into their tower on 
the northern corner of Snow’s Keep. 

Sergeant Gil Corbin pointed without looking up, “The recruits’ 
barracks are the other way.” His comment brought a laugh to everyone 
in the room. 

Corbin sat with Mott Duncan and a pair of his night shift scouts, 
Pika Havens and Dan Jacka. We were comrades in arms; my Storm 
insignia was a modification of the scout’s elite half-moon. Raven had 
simply added a bolt of lightning to the insignia and called it good. Now 
everyone in Company Storm wore it. 

“I come bearing gifts,” | said, “In the form of information and a 
mission for tonight.” 

| pulled my broadsword and sheath from my back, getting a low 
whistle of admiration from Pika. He was a hunter, through and through, 
and knew a trophy when he saw it. 

“This sheath is made from the cured hide of a Greo/l-hjag demon. As 
a vigil of the Order, | command that if you ever encounter a demon, 
shape of a scorpion, size of a horse, that bears a similarly exotic coat, 
you run the feth away. It can bury your soul as soon as it perceives 
you as a threat.” 

The men all nodded in acknowledgment. Scouts were cagey and 
smart, and they usually lived longer than the average sentinel. 

“The good news,” | added. “Is that it’s usually only found 
underground.” 


Mott interjected, “And the bad news is that only Ara can withstand it 
long enough to kill it.” 

“Sort of puts us out of a job, don’t it?” asked Pika. 

“Not at all. You find the Hell-caves and let the crazies like me dive 
into them,” | replied. “Speaking of crazies, have any of you met a 
recruit named Cillian Redd?” 

Corbin nodded, “Masterson asked me to check the lad out. Fast 
fethin’ axe and even faster temper on that one with zero fear. In my 
mind, an uncommonly dangerous combination.” 

“So, you wouldn’t want him on your scouts team?” | asked. 

“Not until he slows down a bit, shows a bit more caution and a lot 
more common sense.” 

Mott failed to see the point of all this. “Ara would be the perfect 
example for him of what NOT to do.” 

Perfectly true, but | ignored his remark. “And how is he with 
authority?” 

“No problem there, assuming you are a decorated scout-sergeant 
like me,” Corbin replied. 

“Why all the questions?” Mott said, finally realizing where things 
were going. 

“I’ve signed him to our company. He'll be coming with us back to 
Maidenhall as your protégé, Mott.” 

Mott gave me a look that said he already had his hands full, keeping 
an eye on his Vigil. Between Mott and Raven’s cousin Andarion, | had 
a pair of surrogate fathers sworn to keep me out of trouble, yet they 
utterly failed to do that. 

“What?” | asked. “My inquisitor is doing her job, incredibly well, and 
we both know that baby-sitting your Vigil isn’t the most fun you’ve ever 
had. From the little I've heard about Mister Redd, you’re in for some 
interesting times.” 

“And the mission for tonight?” said Jacka. He was the night watch 
lead and Corbin’s second for the Berykholt sentinel-scouts. 

“We're hunting ghosts.” 

### 

In the dead of winter, the Westever River would freeze over, and | 

figured there were still a few weeks to go before the ice took complete 


hold. | pushed my senses outward as | walked across the Berykholt 
bridge at midnight. Three sentinel scouts had slipped out of town to the 
east, heading upstream an hour earlier, and Ben Heck waited in the 
doorway of an Inn a stone’s throw behind me near the north end of the 
bridge. | was taking a risk going alone and knew that he wasn’t happy, 
but the ghosts weren't expecting a party. 

Stopping at the south end of the bridge, | felt the gaze of watchers 
dotting the bleak, cold landscape at all points of the compass. From 
my right, three shadows emerged, bearing arms and anxiety in a poor 
combination. A fourth agent lay hidden forty yards away to my left, 
along the south bank, watching, cold to the touch of my mind. 

| waited until | could make out the faces of the approaching three 
before revealing myself. Pushing away from the bridge’s railing | 
spoke, “You’re a long way from home.” 

| pulled hard on the anxiety of the men and pushed confusion 
upstream to my left. The three nearest hesitated, and | moved around 
them to my right, immediately placing the group between me and the 
fourth threat. 

“Who are you?” said one of the men, all army types, wearing dark 
scarves to cover their otherwise pale complexions. They were standing 
on the doorstep of the Vigil of the North and were suitably nervous at 
being confronted. 

“I’m with the night watch. Are you lost? Niantia seems a bit distant,” 
| pointed northward. | couldn't help it. 

The men flinched at my remark, their anxiety exploding as they 
reached for their weapons. | could feel the intense concentration of the 
man forty yards behind them as it built. | swayed left and right and felt 
his frustration spike. He had to be wielding a crossbow, not an easy 
thing to do, aiming at shadows under cloud-spotted skies. 

“Put down your weapons and tell your man with the crossbow to do 
the same,” | shouted. More shadows were running toward the river’s 
edge as | spoke. 

| hopped back at their first strike, a short sword coming in from the 
rightmost Nantine. Before the attacker could reclaim his balance, Exile 
was out and slashing through his throat. The more | used the ancient 
broadsword, the more deadly it seemed to become. | made two more 


lethal swings in the next few seconds, dodging their attacks and the 
persistent aim of the crossbow. As the third man went down, a missile 
thrummed through the night. The bolt grazed my left vambrace with a 
harsh clack as | lunged to the side. Then my shadows descended on 
the fourth, and the bridge settled upon the simple ripple of the nearly 
freezing river. 

The sentinel-scouts dragged the fourth man’s body along the bank, 
dropping him with the others. | sheathed my pristine glaive and 
brushed at my rudely iron-scented leather armor. My wicked blade had 
a thing for blood; the more it absorbed, the sharper its edge became, 
but not so for the rest of me. 

“Did you get his crossbow?” | asked. 

Pika handed me the assassin’s weapon. It was lighter than the last 
one I’d seen but seemed well made. 

“Keep it,” | told Pika. “It'll be perfect for hunting.” 

| waved back to Ben. “Mott, you and Pika help Ben with the bodies. 
Jacka and | will track down their camp.” 

Having the scent of the interlopers, | followed their tracks back to a 
hunter's camp hidden in the woods about a mile from the Berykholt 
bridge. We found travel packs with plenty of gear and dried food, but 
nothing to identify the men as being from Niantia or anywhere else. 
The area around us was clear of any more hunters, and we made 
ready to carry our loot back for further inspection. 

“Hello, Ara,” said a soft voice off to my right, not ten feet away. 
“Nice welcome party you have here.” 

It was our time to freeze as eight dark elves materialized from the 
forest around us, shadows from the shadows. 

“Hello, Lorna,” | said, shrugging off my heavy load. “It’s been a 
while.” 

Raven’s half-sister was a fighter, and her Royal Guards were 
Bastian’s best. They each wore a shamanic hunter's amulet that 
greatly masked their presence from other predators. Her appearance 
in Berykholt could have many reasons, but in my mind, none of them 
were good. 

“How were the passes?” | asked, at a loss for better words, my mind 
furiously sorting through the situation. 


The City-State of Bastian was located a hundred miles north of 
Berykholt, on the Everest Mountains’ northern edge. I'd made the 
rough hike last summer and couldn't imagine the conditions during 
winter. Lorna and her Guard were a formidable bunch. 

“Closing soon,” she replied. “My sister?” 

“Waiting to see you,” | answered with the sudden realization that 
Raven was expecting to meet her here. 

Raven had healed over the last few months, and | knew that she 
was ready to return home to her father, the King. Her forgiveness of 
him would turn the page on a dark chapter in her life and return her to 
the Ylamil family fold. Our premature betrothal had ended, opening the 
door for it all. The step had, in truth, bolstered the connection between 
our hearts. It had allowed it to grow into something new and 
permanent, almost a necessity. At least that’s how | perceived it. 

The scrape of Jacka’s boot in the dark reminded me that Ben and 
the Scouts were waiting for us to return. | hefted my load onto my 
shoulders one more time and began the long walk back into Berykholt, 
a murder of dark elves in tow. 

### 

| held my finger to my lips as we crept up the stairs of the keep. | 
needed a bath and hoped to get one before Raven noticed the blood 
staining my leathers. She was a bit put off by my violent side, even if it 
did come with the territory. 

“Please make yourself at home on the third floor while | get cleaned 
up and rouse Raven. | will send her up to you shortly,” | said. 

After seeing the dark elves onward, | quietly opened the door to our 
suite of rooms. Andy and Raven were sitting up, taking the first watch, 
and catching me in the act of sneaking in. 

“Some party,” Andy stood to help me sort my leather and chainmail 
armor. “Couldn’t have invited us?” 

“Scouts only,” | replied, looking down at my clothes. | didn’t only 
smell like blood; Parts of me were painted with it. 

Gazing into Rae’s eyes left me speechless. She looked at me with 
concern, holding back her usual reproach at my seemingly blood- 
thirsty lifestyle. 

Perhaps she knew. 


“What?” we finally said in unison. 

Lorna was Raven’s half-sister, Andarion’s cousin. For dark elves, 
blood was everything. 

“You have visitors waiting for you both on the floor above,” | 
answered first. 

“Lorna,” Rae replied, part eager, part anxious. 

| nodded, “Il am sure that she can explain all the blood. Now go, 
before | start stripping to keep you here.” 

She kissed me and left. 

### 

An early breakfast with Ben Heck revealed little more than we 
already knew. Tattoos on a couple of the soldiers were military, but the 
marks on the assassin pointed to Colivar’s criminal underworld. It was 
an odd mix for such a sensitive mission. 

The assassin yielded a necklace of dark amber, another of the 
underworld’s devices that shielded their work. | pocketed the item, 
knowing its potential danger while also knowing its usefulness. | 
suspected it would be far safer than the silver Coven rings that had 
been used in Maidenhall. 

Lord Snow, always an early riser, joined us near the end of our 
breakfast. After a brief introduction, Ben slipped away. 

“Busy night?” said Snow, noting my haggard appearance. 

If there was a way to clean the blood off of my heart, | might sleep 
again. The appearance of Lorna had set me on edge at its likely 
consequences. 

“Three Nantine spies and one competent assassin were watching 
the township. We didn’t find out much about them.” 

“How do you know that the assassin was competent?” 

| showed him the small dent in the side of my heavy vambrace, 
saying “I Knew he was there, and he still managed to hit me. | don’t 
believe in lucky shots.” 

Snow nodded at that. 

“How is Lynda?” | asked. 

“She’s a strong young woman.” 

Tell me something that | don’t know. | took that as a polite brush off 
and changed the subject. 


We were about to be invaded, our quiet chat about to reach an end. 
“Brace yourself for Thorn and an early morning parade of dark elves,” | 
said with a weak smile. 

We stood as Vigil Thorn and her four sizable henchmen, including 
Sergeant Volk, were followed into the dining room by Raven, Andy, 
Lorna, the Bastian Royal Guards, and Yseria. They were all too loud 
for the coffee in my cup as they piled into the long table around us. 

Raven took the seat of honor at my side. “Where did you go? You 
didn’t get any sleep.” 

“| was discussing last night’s assassination attempt with Ben and 
Vigil Snow.” That got everyone to shut up, at least until Lorna stole the 
drama from my story. 

She offered her assessment to the group around me, “The bolt 
barely grazed you, Ara.” 

The elven hunters had been there, watching me do their dirty work 
like last time. 

My eyes caught sight of a platinum blonde dark elf sitting 
conspicuously at the far end of the table. Yseria hadn’t heard about the 
assassin, and as my bodyguard, she squirmed under my gaze. The 
fact that she was here with the other elves on cordial terms boded well 
for the wholeness of her heart and the forgiveness she’d experienced 
this year. She was of another line, Warric, not Ylamil, and the last of it 
to boot. Blood was everything in the lives and politics of the dark elves, 
and she had little she could rely on besides her own. 

“You too, Yseria? How could you be hanging out with such a sordid 
bunch?” | allowed a grin to escape, letting her know that | still loved her 
no matter what. 

“Leave the girl alone, Storm. She'll be watching your backside when 
you come to visit us in the East.” Thorn was ever direct and to the 
point. Her intense personality wouldn't allow her to be otherwise. 

“Visit the East?” | held tight to the blank look on my face. 

The eastern border was her domain, and she fought for it tooth and 
nail. Over the last decade, Vigil Thorn had clashed with the growing 
tribes of heretics that plagued the swamps and jungles along the 
border between the Realms of Colivar and Fugaku. It was a continual, 
violent struggle for her and her sentinel troops. 


“That’s the whole reason that I’m here this week. Winter drives the 
rains and gives both sides a break from the fighting. Once the wet 
weather ends and the swamp waters recede, things will heat up again. 
We've wiped out several scout camps over the past year but never 
found the main enemy camp hidden deeper in the jungle. Instead of 
sacrificing waves of fine sentinels to the cause, | figure you might be 
able to help us make a breakthrough.” 

Akila’s four henchmen peered at me, eagerly waiting for my 
response. Each outweighed me by sixty pounds or more, but where 
they had the brawn, they couldn’t hurt what they couldn’t hit. The 
demons were fast and resilient, making them murderously hard to put 
down. | was even faster, if not more resilient, and could fight head-to- 
head with the most lethal of the beasts. 

I'd once fought and killed a Kjaira, a night-demon, with only a 
hunting knife. | carried its fang as an imbued dagger for proof. The 
kKjaira were Infernal assassins bred to hunt demon-lords in Hell. I’m 
almost sure that | died that night in the forest north of Lockrun, and the 
rest of this is only a dream. 

“How far north do the eastern wetlands go?” | asked. 

“The Emperor Falls, which sit at the head of the Shetland River, are 
about a two-day ride south from Lockrun,” Thorn answered. 

Feth. Where’s my horse? 

A demon horde moved a lot slower than a horse, but still, a week or 
two from Lockrun was too close. Akila Thorn had me at the mention of 
my hometown, and she knew it. 

| finally agreed, “I hear that Dungarr is lovely in the spring.” 

Breakfast continued in earnest, and | stalled as long as | could, 
finally asking Lorna the question of the day. 

“Despite your efforts eliminating the demonic attacks on Bastian, 
Niantia continues to press us. My father is nearing the end of his life 
and looking to solve the problem permanently,” said Lorna. 

“The fact that they seem to be viewing a vigil of Colivar as a threat 
would indicate their intent to continue their dark deals,” said Vigil 
Snow. “Such a Kingdom is not to be trusted and may already be 
corrupted.” 

Just like Maidenhall, | thought. 


“We’re running out of options to avoid a war,” said Lorna. “We fight 
for our bloodline’s survival.” 

| couldn’t wait for Lorna to get to the punch line. “So, again, what 
brings you here? What can we do to help?” 

“Nothing,” she responded. “Now that her betrothal has ended, we 
only need Raven.” 


Chapter 4 
Cold Twisted Paths 


Lorna had made it clear that she’d be leaving the following morning 
with her sister in tow. The passes through the Everest mountains were 
already starting to ice up and would be impossible to cross in a few 
weeks, but, besides the hunger of winter wolves, they’d have little to 
worry about if they left now. The trip could be as short as three days 
during the summer, but | expected it to take them at least a week in the 
deteriorating conditions. Once they took my second, there wasn’t any 
chance that they’d be able to bring her back until spring. 

| couldn’t bear to be away from Raven for that long, and | offered to 
go with them, knowing that it would be difficult to make it work. Once 
winter set in, the passes south wouldn’t be open again for months, and 
by the time they thawed, we’d be expected in the wildlands east of 
Dungarr. Lorna refused, saying it was best if | didn’t show my face in 
Bastian right now. 

What the feth did that mean? Last | knew, King Ylamil liked me, and 
by ending my betrothal to his daughter, | had given her back her inner 
health. | was stunned at the sudden, unexpected loss. 

Lorna had said, ‘The bolt barely grazed you, Ara,’ but not so with 
Raven. With her, it had pierced my heart, front to back. 

How could she not know that? 

This trip was quickly turning into a personal catastrophe, and | 
responded in the only way that | knew. | went for a ride. 

| picked up Daur and two other horses along with three of the packs 
from the Nantine interlopers. The packs had plenty of travel food and 
cold weather gear. | told Ben where | was going and that | would be 


back by tomorrow evening, in time for Lynda’s birthday celebration. We 
would be heading home to Maidenhall the day after that. 

Sergeant Masterson tracked down my two new sentinels and made 
the formal introductions. Juno Hartwell drew a crowd all by himself. He 
was tall, handsome, and his calm presence brought a shared 
confidence to the bubble of sentinel-adepts that hovered around him. 
As an alpha-level fighter, Juno wielded a heavy axe with the best of 
them. 

Cillian Redd was a loner, perhaps the exact opposite of Hartwell. 
He was a Clique of one, wiry, determined, carrying his fiery confidence 
into battle. He wore the somewhat lighter version of the sentinel dual- 
headed axe, known for its speed but requiring a more skilled hand to 
deal sustained damage. 

| sent the two back into the barracks to say their good-byes and get 
packed and kitted up for a cold day’s ride. 

The gruff sergeant seemed unhappy with my appearance. “Got 
anything big planned for today?” 

“Looking to bond a bit with my new sentinels, let them know what 
they’re getting themselves into with Company Storm.” 

“Well, don’t ride too rough with them,” he cautioned, offering me a 
worried look. 

The diversion of meeting the pair would do me a world of good if | 
didn’t scare them off first. 

“Sergeant, your earlier comment about me needing a real second is 
proving more than a little prescient, it seems. I'd appreciate your 
continued insight into my future needs.” 

“Don’t go buttering me up with your forlorn bullshit,” he replied. “We 
both know you're following your own scarred path. Do me proud with 
what | give you.” 

### 

We kept up a strong pace as we rode, pushing through the Gap and 
veering east around Adam's Peak, and | let the cold mountain air bleed 
away most of the heat mucking about inside me. The last thing | 
needed was to catch fire in front of my recruits. 

“Something funny, Sir?” Juno broke our long-running silence. 

“What? No. Sorry, I’m enjoying the chill of the Everest this morning. 


How’s that heavy axe swing for you?” 

“It's serviceable. | keep it sharp.” 

“Against which types of demons should you use heavies?” | said. 

“Sir?” he replied. “A horde amasses demons of all types. We have 
to fight effectively with whatever we carry.” 

“Cillian, what type of demon did you kill?” | asked my other recruit. 

“Beak-headed bastard. Don’t know what they call it in Hell,” he 
replied. 

They called it ‘Fodder.’ | knew that without a doubt. 

“Perfect target for the faster light axe. The same goes for the 
wolves, spiders, and the mantis-men. With a heavy, you'd have a hard 
time hitting them unless they were already hurt, but what if a lizardman 
had sauntered out of that cave, and you had given it your best shot?” | 
asked. 

Juno answered, “From your leading tone, I’d guess that it would 
only be the two of us riding here today.” 

Looking Cillian straight in the eye, | explained, “I was in a Hell-cave 
about four days north of here fighting a dozen lizard-kings. My first 
attack was perfect; | split the fether’s skull and cracked my light axe in 
the process. As the saying goes, | was ‘all handle, no axe’ at that 
point.” 

Cillian smiled, and | could feel his disbelief. 

“You're not a ghost,” he replied. 

“I’m glad you understand the difference. Now, if that had been you 
in a cave with a broken axe and a stout lizard-demon, what would your 
next move be? And please think before you answer.” 

“I’d get the feth out.” 

“Good, and do what?” 

“Find you?” 

“Correct. From this moment on, those are your standing orders. 
Getting the feth out and finding me or my second. That might sound 
boring, but the best scouts | know are the oldest ones.” 

Cillian nodded, and | figured it was a start. Mott Duncan would be 
proud. 

“Juno, Scout Redd here has arrived smelling of Hellfire and 
reporting that he found a cave with an altar and a dozen lizard-men. 


What do you do? And before you answer, sending in a company of 
paladins isn’t always the right move.” 

“No paladins?” he asked. 

“No.” 

“Simple. | find you.” 

“Mister Hartwell, you have a promising career ahead of you. From 
this moment on, those are your standing orders. Finding me, that is. 
And before you begin to think that that is a boring job, let me say that 
you may find it to be more challenging than you ever thought.” 

Juno Hartwell gave me a long look. “No paladins. Find you. Got it.” 

“Sergeant Masterson warned me not to scare you two off, but you 
both seem to be sharp enough, so I'll tell you a few more things about 
Vigil Storm and his company that only a select few know. If it makes 
you regret your employment, you can choose a different billing 
immediately, with no hard feelings.” 

My recruits nodded, a mix of uncertainty and nerves. 

“First, we aren’t Horde fighters, at least not in the usual Order of the 
Vigil doctrine. We’re the Order’s troubleshooters, and | am the tip of 
the spear. We get there before the Horde can fully form, and | shut 
down the Hell-gate. We’re small, currently a dozen of us, and we train 
every day to survive the next encounter. We are royally sponsored. If 
you need anything, you will have it. Just ask.” 

“Second, | don’t carry an axe. | was given this broadsword, and it 
will go through any demon or human that we face. My back up weapon 
is named Sorrow. It is a fang from the first demon that | ever met, a 
Kjaira, and it hungers for dark souls and corruption and has a thing for 
Hell-knights. 

“Third, and this isn’t something that | advertise openly, so don’t you. 
We have the Order’s most talented inquisitor. As you can guess, her 
main role is to find me and keep me sane after | dive into Hell. If it ever 
comes down to protecting her or me, you choose her. | wouldn't 
survive long anyway without Inquisitor Hart.” 

A blackness had descended upon me throughout the day, and my 
energy was waning. The thought of surviving without Rae pummeled 
me. 

“| feel like you’ve got a few dozen more items that you haven't 


shared with us, Vigil,” Juno remarked. 

Juno’s uncle was always well-informed. | had no doubt he’d shared 
some things. 

“| have learned to become a more candid person. I'll try to answer 
any questions or concerns that you might have.” 

Cillian jumped in first, “Back to the cave with the lizard-men and the 
broken axe. How did you survive?” 

### 

Our ride north ended at a small ‘rustic’ hunting lodge, nestled at the 
base of a broken cliff. It was more of a shelter than a lodge, hosting an 
angled timber and thatch roof, a fire pit and stacked-stone chimney, 
and enough floor space for twenty to sleep side by side. It had a stack 
of firewood and a crude-cut door to help break the wind. The two 
sentinels had helped build the structure, so we went with the term 
‘lodge,’ instead of ‘shack’ or ‘rabbit hutch.’ 

After dumping our gear, we fed the horses. We’d been walking them 
through the rough terrain and the waning light for the past few hours, 
allowing them to cool down. They were tied securely to a lashing post 
outside the small structure, and we ate our meal by the warmth of the 
indoor fire. 

‘Vigil, what are we doing out here?” Juno asked. “I’m not 
complaining, but what is our current mission?” 

“We're scouting the southern Everest Range for activity and making 
sure this lodge is safe for use. It wasn’t too far from here that Cillian 
the Redd found and killed that straggler.” 

My spin on Cillian’s name got a nervous laugh from the two, 
perhaps easing some of the heavier details that | had shared 
throughout the day. For some reason, | was having trouble building a 
better rapport with the pair. 

“And the rest of our company, what are they doing now?” Juno 
pressed. 

Juno was nervous about something. | was beginning to think that I'd 
made a mistake, but for the life of me, | couldn’t guess what it was. 

“Hopefully, staying safe and warm inside their keep in Berykholt. 
The sentinel-scouts killed a Nantine assassin last night on the outskirts 
of Berykholt.” 


| showed them the small dent in my vambrace as if in proof and 
could feel my companions’ confusion and doubt beginning to mount. 

Welcome to Company Storm. 

“Vigil Storm, we could have gone over all of this in Berykholt, sitting 
safe and warm with the others. Can | ask what you’re hiding from?” 

Juno Hartwell was a notch more perceptive than | wanted for my 
second, that’s for sure, though wanted and needed were two 
completely different things in my life. My appetite fled with the 
reminder. 

“My inquisitor and my second.” 

“Umm, why?” Cillian asked innocently. 

Tomorrow would be torturous if | didn’t explain this tonight. 

“I’m afraid of my inquisitor and in love with my second. My inquisitor 
doesn't abide self-pity, especially mine. She knows that it’s my path to 
self-destruction. 

“As for my second, she’s a daughter of the King of the City-State of 
Bastian. Tomorrow, as we ride south back to Berykholt, a band of dark 
elves, including my second, will be leaving Berykholt, traveling north to 
Bastian and out of my life.” 

“And you won't even be there in the morning to tell her good-bye?” 
Juno asked in disbelief. 

“I’m human,” | said as if that explained it all. There are some things 
that I just can’t do. 

### 

| took the second watch, covering the heart of the night. The few 
hours of sleep that | got after dinner helped clear my head, and the 
deep chill of the boulder beneath me provided a focus to counter my 
emotional turmoil. | closed my eyes and reached around the 
mountainside, feeling a vast emptiness. 

| lived with a constant fear of being lost and never found again. | 
planned for it, for those that depended on me, and | brought a security 
blanket everywhere with me now. The two sentinels sleeping below in 
the makeshift lodge were there in case | slipped. They didn’t have to 
cure me, only guide me back if my inner demon went for a walk without 
me. 

Sometime past midnight, approaching the third shift, hunters 


appeared in the distance, coming up from the south. Ten, maybe 
more. | knew that they weren't dark elves by the fact that they had 
horses and by the fact that | could perceive them more than a half-mile 
away. | slid down the side of the boulder and crept into the cabin, 
rousing Cillian and Juno. 

We had time; the intruders were moving carefully along the 
mountain trail in the dark. Normal hunters wouldn’t risk such a thing. | 
sent each sentinel to find a spot of cover behind some rocks fifty yards 
away to the north. If worse came to worse, they could abandon their 
horses and walk home in the morning. 

| turned to my familiar boulder, trying to decide if | would be better 
up top or waiting below when the enemy arrived. | couldn’t seem to 
hold more than one shaky thought at a time, and in my business, 
hesitation meant death. 

Feth. Why did | feel so slow tonight? Why did my mental strings feel 
so incredibly loose? 

That’s when they hit me, hard, again and again. | was pinned to the 
ground as more weight landed on me. Someone was biting my ear, 
and the pain felt good for once. | could die this way and be content, 
lying on my stomach in the icy mountain air. 

“Don't damage him more than he already is,” said a commanding 
voice. “And get that thing off of her, now.” 

Suddenly, there she was. Rei-Seeck, a death demon, body 
wrapped around mine, teeth clamped tightly to my ear. 

“Hold him still for me. Don’t let him move!” 

A familiar hand grasped mine and pulled on my mind. With the 
thinnest of thread, | was being reeled back in. 

“Hello, Sister. What brings you out on a cold night like tonight.” 

“Don't let go!” Hart screamed. “Not yet!” 

### 

| awoke in a room full of cats—the one nearest me purring into my 
neck. The sun was coming up, and the sound of Juno snoring rattled 
the thin morning air. 

Didn't anyone else hear that? 

| lowered my head, inhaling the scent of my better half. When had 
she arrived? When had everyone arrived? If | pretended to be asleep, 


could | stay like this forever? 

Someone was stoking the fire, trying to push away the dire chill. A 
wool blanket covered us. Where was my shirt? Who was on morning 
watch? 

Hart. She was here somewhere, maybe, in this cabin of cats. 

Mott was poking his head in through the rough-hewn door, fear on 
his brow as he found me. He pointed behind me. 

| look back to see Hart next to me, wrapped in Sevin Martell and a 
wool blanket. Dried blood from her nose painted her pale cheek. | 
touched Sevin’s arm and pointed to Mott. 

He nodded and sat up. | did the same, lifting my partner into my lap, 
keeping her warm, purring. 

| tugged on Sevin’s sleeve as he stood, pointing to Juno and the 
door. He got the picture. 

Reaching back, | took hold of Hart’s hand. She opened her eyes. 

“Thank you,” | whispered, trying to hide the shakiness of my voice. 

“Welcome back,” she said, her relief palpable. 

“And Rae?” 

Hart waggled her hand, a frown on her face. | pulled the blanket 
more snugly around my better half. 

“Who's here?” 

“Everyone, except the dark elves. | sent them on their way before 
they did any more damage,” she said. 

| was completely in awe of my sister. “You were in charge last 
night.” 

“Well, my vigil and his second were down and out. | was next up.” 

“Have | told you that | love you?” | chuckled. “Il mean, Sevin’s not 
here at the moment.” 

A strong pair of fingers grabbed my already damaged ear. 

“No flirting with your sister,” said Raven. “At least not today.” 

| kissed Rae furiously and held her close. 

“Get a room, you two,” Yser heckled from the far side of the shelter. 

“The innkeeper promised me this place didn’t have any fleas. I’m 
gonna ask for my money back.” 

Yser offered the cute elven pout that I’d expected. “Sorry about your 
ear,” she grinned. 


“That was you?” 

| was in shock until Yser finally burst out laughing. Even Hart 
enjoyed that one. 

“Let's go home,” | suggested, turning to Hart. “And by the way, 
you're still in charge.” 

### 

We walked the horses out, letting the morning light take hold before 
we mounted up. Raven rode in front of me on Daur, all our packs 
stacked on her roan. Sevin shared his saddle with Hart, who was siill 
in charge. She was enjoying the shared warmth as much as I. 

| did the honors of introducing both Juno and Cillian to the 
company. The two looked completely lost about what had happened 
last night, but | thought it a fitting initiation if they stuck around. 

“Standing orders,” I’d explained. 

| waved Juno over and pointed at Hart. “Are you watching her?” 

Juno gave me a short nod. 

“Good, that’s my inquisitor. She saved my life last night, for the 
second time this year, while also being in command. Could you have 
done any better?” 

“Feth, no,” he answered honestly. 

“Good,” | said. “You’re my new second, effective tomorrow morning. 
Hart will remain my Third, to back you up.” 

“Yes, sir,” he answered as if it was a common occurrence for a 
green sentinel-adept to be posted as a vigil’s company second. 

“Tell me about the team and what needs doing,” | ordered him. 
“Take your time. We’ve got a long ride ahead of us, and I’m still settling 
back in.” 

Juno blinked before responding, “Sevin is Hart’s bodyguard and 
more. From the look of that axe he’s wearing, I’d say that you have a 
few more meaningful tales to tell us.” 

“You know it?” 

“Looks identical to the axe of The Grey Walker.” 

“You have a sharp eye. | gave Walker Grey a Storm Company pin 
and a serious weapon upgrade.” 

“You hooked The Grey Walker?” He was impressed and in a good 
way for once. 


“Let’s say that | did to Walker Grey what Hart did to me last night. 
The paladin’s skill set and attitude align well with our own. I’ve got him 
out patrolling as he thinks best with a special focus on the Lockrun 
region.” 

Juno glanced over his shoulder, “Cillian looks more than a little 
spooked about last night.” 

“Good. Cilli needs a touch of fear to balance him out.” 

| waved over Cillian Redd. He’d been riding alone with his head 
spinning in the cold mountain air. 

“Mister Redd, good morning. How did you sleep?” 

“Quite well early on, until those dark elves showed up and put a 
knife to my throat. What the feth was that all about?” 

Neither Juno nor | had a ready answer. 

“Hart, would you please inform the company of what the heck 
happened last night?” | asked. “We’re all at a bit of a loss.” 

“Certainly,” she replied in a sure, clear voice. “Early yesterday, Vigil 
Storm lost his mind. His second and true love Raven Ylamil was being 
recalled home to Bastian. The dark elves made the mistake of placing 
an Ylamil talisman around her neck, severing her heart’s connection to 
Ara and nearly destroying them both. Raven’s Kjaira demon fought 
back, taking control in an attempt to preserve herself and find her 
mate. Ara had no such protection; his inner demon used his sudden 
weakness as an opportunity to attack and break him. We arrived in 
time to subdue Ara and bring him back. He was also suffering from a 
severe loss of body heat, having removed most of his clothes while 
sitting outside on a boulder in sub-freezing temperatures.” 

What the feth was wrong with me? There | said it, but not out loud. 

“Any more questions?” | turned to the pale-faced Cillian Redd. 

“You mean that story about fighting the twelve lizard-men in the 
cave with the broken axe was only a mad hallucination?” 

| could feel that he was about to bolt, and my word was shaky at the 
moment. Luckily, Saint Yser came to the rescue. 

“He told you twelve lizard-men?” she laughed, pushing poor Cillian 
further into uncertainty. 

| forgot to mention that rescue or no, Saint Yseria was pure, dark elf 
evil. 


“Gunner, Hicks, and | all walked that cave after Ara had cleared it 
out,” Yser continued. “Besides the twelve lizard-men, there were five 
fething demon-spiders, three Hell-wolves, a crab beast, don’t ask, plus 
two Hell-knights protecting the altar itself.” 

“That sounds right,” said Hicks. Brandon Hicks was one of my more 
perceptive sentinels with a mind as quick and sharp as his axe. 

“It’s mostly about the lizards’ tails,” | said. “They can break a man’s 
ribs. Please trust me on that.” 

Juno shared his disbelief, “So, at the end of all that, Ara destroyed 
two Hell-knights with a fang-dagger while suffering broken ribs?” 

“Yes, Mister Hartwell. By all that you hold dear, he did,” Yseria 
confirmed. 

“Are we good, Cillian?” | asked. 

“We're good,” he nodded. 

“Juno?” 

“Sure thing, Vigil.” 

“Great. When we get back, I'll introduce you to Ben Heck. He’s the 
head of my security, and | want you completely caught up on his road 
doctrine before we leave in the morning. And Mott, please share your 
plans with Cillian for scouting the long ride home.” 


Bar Sinister 
Simple Madness 


“| don’t get it,” | said. 

“No, you don't,” replied Rei-Seeck. “I’m not wrapped around your 
heart. You don’t even have one. Never did.” 

Memeton was absent, gone to court for some reason or another, 
leaving me with the uncomfortable task of conversing with our resident 
icon of Death. The High Prince knows | don’t want to waste my tongue 
on her in that manner. 

“That hurts. First, you take my sword, then my dignity.” | was 
fighting hard not to laugh. 

Rei was right, but we didn’t have to dwell on my mistakes. Not at 
the bar, anyway. 

“What was the point of that last move?” Rei asked. “Are you already 
growing bored with me?” 

My House was growing, that was certain. | could feel it. The pain 
still echoed in my ear. 

“No,” | chuckled. “Never bored with you. Would you bite me again?” 

“If | did that here, it might actually hurt,” she replied. 

“That’s what I’m counting on.” 


Chapter 5 


Courtship of Snow 


The ten hours of slow travel back had helped settle Raven’s inner 
beast, and that in turn had eased the strain on my mind. | could almost 
speak in coherent sentences, which put me at roughly normal levels. 
My left ear still throbbed as we all clattered into the castle courtyard. 
Guests were already arriving for the night’s event, but we still had 
enough time to get cleaned up and on our best behavior for the 
presentation of Lynda Snow. 

Raven wore a dark blue gown, one that Lynda Snow had bought 
her as a gift to me, with a blood-stained leather bracelet adorning her 
wrist. | put on a finely fitted silk shirt and my Garden leather vest from 
Mister Layne’s. | wore both my blades so that Rae wouldn't have to 
wear hers. Our dark elf bodyguards attended with us, and the rest of 
Company Storm prepared for the journey home to Maidenhall by 
getting some well-deserved sleep. Mott had rounded up some sentinel- 
scouts to help secure our keep. 

Our short time here had passed without giving me any chance to 
relax and speak in-depth with Lynda Snow. From the first evening’s 
Vigil conclave onward, we both had been scarce. The simple trip had 
been more challenging than expected, and | couldn’t wait to return 
home to Maidenhall. | had already spent a considerable amount of 
energy leveling that ground and would sleep considerably better on it. 

“Are you well, Ara?” Doctor Loeb offered his honest concern. 

“We’ve had a rough couple of days, but we'll get to rest in the 
saddle on the way back,” | replied. 

“It's the Kjaira, isn’t it? It still plagues you?” Loeb pressed for an 


understanding of my condition. 

“Plagues us? No, Doctor. Preserves us would be a more accurate 
description.” 

Loeb bowed and walked off. 

| grabbed Meryl Snow as he was walking past. “We’re heading 
south in the morning. Would you like to join us?” 

“Not too early in the morning, | hope. Duke Ragir is traveling out 
tomorrow—What happened to your ear?” he blurted before his training 
in etiquette took over. 

“Are the teeth marks all that noticeable?” | said with a forced laugh. 
| leaned in closer to Meryl. “Yseria had one too many last night, and 
the next thing you know, they’re peeling the dark elf off of me." 

Meryl! blushed further. 

Yser scoffed and dragged poor Meryl away, whispering something 
evil in his ear, no doubt. 

Rae took advantage of the brief moment alone. “So, you’re 
replacing me?” 

“What? How?” 

“With Juno Hartwell. Starting tomorrow, | believe you said.” 

“| got tired of explaining to people how | was madly in love with my 
second, but Juno’s a gem, nephew of Warden Hartwell, a natural-born 
leader. He'll work out well.” 

“He’s fething handsome is what he is.” 

“Well, there is that, plus the fact that Lynda Snow has had a crush 
on him since they were twelve.” 

“You play dirty,” she said. 

“Only with you. Besides, after yesterday, I’m fairly sure that we both 
can't be in the chain of command. If one of us goes down, we both go 
down.” 

“And what will | do in the meantime?” 

“Train, Keep me anchored, and assume the role of Ambassador for 
Bastian in Colivar. Your family is pleading for your help. Meet them 
halfway and help them on your own terms.” 

“What will we do without Lynda?” she said. 

“| don’t know. Pine for her with the best of them, | guess, but this trip 
isn’t over yet.” 


We stood in line to greet the Lady of Honor. Raven handed me our 
gift. 

“You think that she'll like it?” | asked. 

“Of course, she will, but she'll like it even more coming from you.” 

I'd use Laila’s connections to trade a small pile of gems for a 
perfectly matched pair of emerald and diamond stud earrings for 
Lynda. The emerald green would match her eyes, and | sincerely 
hoped the diamonds would soften her heart after the wreck of a week 
we'd had. Either way, she’d look brilliant with them on. 

| felt Lynda’s surprise as we stepped up to meet her, though her 
face was cautiously blank. 

“Ara, Raven, | was told that you had left Berykholt already. Your 
whole company was gone when | stopped by last night.” 

“Lynda, we’ve had a rough patch the last few days, and my 
company had to chase me down.” 

Lynda didn’t know what to say to that, simply asking, “Rough 
patch?” 

“My sister arrived from Bastian two days ago, intent on dragging me 
back home. It could have gone better,” said Raven. “Ara and I, we’ve 
been ill because of it.” 

“We wanted to wish you all the best, Lynda.” | reached out to give 
her a gentle hug. 

| could feel the anxiety of her position and the tug on her heart as 
she hugged me back. She was isolated up here in Berykholt, protected 
from the larger world that her father and | defended. It wasn’t fair to 
leave her sheltered away when she could make her mark supporting 
those she loved. 

“You said that | was your first friend outside of Lockrun,” Lynda 
began, trying to gather in her emotions. “Well, | want to let you know 
that you were my first friend from outside of Berykholt.” 

“Were?” | gave her my saddest smile. 

“You know what | mean, Ara.” Her eyes started to mist, providing a 
glassy reflection of the hall’s many lamps. 

“| do, and always will.” | handed her the small gift box. 

Raven hugged her and whispered something in her ear, getting a 
second hug. 


| kissed Lynda’s hand and backed away, giving her a small bow. 

Raven and | circled the room once more, greeting Lord and Lady 
Snow and Duke Ragir before heading back to our rooms to rest. 

“Let’s not get too early a start tomorrow,” | suggested as fatigue 
continued to weigh me down. 

“It’s not like we have that much to pack.” Rae dragged me off to 
bed. 

### 

Lord Snow broke the news over breakfast in the tone and temper of 
a bewildered father. 

“What is this about?” he asked, handing me the familiar but empty 
gift box. 

“A gift to your daughter for her Ascension?” | replied. 

It was customary to bestow gifts on such an occasion, and I’m sure 
that Duke Ragir had offered Lynda something almost as brilliant. 
Almost. 

“| know that,” said Snow. “What | want to know is why she’s packing 
this morning, and she won’t take them off. She even slept with them on 
last night.” 

“Lynda’s packing? Did she take that job in Hamport?” With the 
rough night, | was utterly oblivious to everything until the coffee kicked 
in. 

“Ara, she’s going with you to Maidenhall. How will she survive there 
on her own? Who will keep her safe?” 

Snow still had the Murderhall impression of the Realm’s Capital. He 
hadn't visited the King’s City in a while. My city. 

“| can’t speak for Lynda, Lord Snow, but you know me and the 
resolve that | bring wherever | go. | love your daughter and will be 
including her in my extended family of House Storm. She will not be 
alone, ever. Juno Hartwell is my new second, and I’m told they are 
long-time friends. Add in the Martells and Raven and our bodyguards, 
and she'll be happy for an empty minute to her day.” 

The fatherly cross-examination continued, “And where will she be 
staying?” 

“She'll be living in Sturgess Hall Manor, across from the judge’s 
residence and Courthouse. The compound is the most heavily guarded 


section of the Royal Quarter outside of the King’s residence. She will 
have a private bedroom, sharing the top floor of our mansion with Hart, 
Raven, Yser, and me. The place is guarded every moment of the day.” 

“She’s not a fighter.” Lord Snow knew my company’s reputation for 
mayhem. 

“| have those, Lord Snow. What we need is Lynda Snow in 
Maidenhall, promoting our cause and keeping me a safe distance from 
diplomatic evenis. I'll be campaigning with Akila Thorn in the spring, 
and we'll need Lynda’s presence there in Maidenhall more than ever.” 

Snow seemed to relent. “Ara, | was told that you were ill.” 

“What did Doctor Loeb say after he examined Raven and me last 
night?” 

The doctor had been on us as soon as we walked in the door for the 
coming-of-age celebration. It wasn’t by chance that he picked us over. 
| raised my eyebrow at Vigil Snow. 

“Ara, | don’t understand how you do what you do, but | know these 
things come with a cost.” 

“On that, we completely agree. Sometimes the cost of love 
demands even more from a person than would the Enemy. Either way, 
please know that I’m willing to pay my debts fully, and I'll be spending 
the winter recuperating from the campaigns of the past year.” 

### 

Juno made the call to mount up, setting the order of march as we all 
got settled. Ben Heck seemed impressed and certainly glad that he no 
longer had to do it. Our scouts rode in the front and would be ranging 
forward at random times. They were followed by Yseria and Ben, then 
Raven and me. Further back, Sevin kept his eye on my sister Hart. 
She still looked pale, but she was content. Our other sentinels were 
scattered throughout the line, with Juno bringing up the rear, paired for 
the time being with Andarion. 

| still needed to speak with Andy about the Lorna debacle and 
where he stood on matters Ylamil. He had been solidly loyal to Raven, 
but the recurring threat to Bastian and the Ylamil line might have 
changed that. We had an earlier understanding of this commitment, 
and | wanted to make sure that it was still a reality. 

Lynda Snow rode beside her brother deep in the column along with 


the duke, his bodyguards, and his scarlet-clad guardsmen. | felt better 

already at the sight of Lynda’s killer smile and the fact that she still 

wore the earrings. Keil Martell made sure to greet her, as did my other 

sentinels. Juno would have his work cut out for him, as would we all. 
### 

Ten days on the road helped to rebuild Company Storm. Raven 
rode in front of me, on Daur, for a few hours each day, and beside me, 
the rest. | marveled at Juno’s easy manner in organizing our party and 
picking my brain whenever we were camped out or taking a break. 
Even Mott took a liking to my new second, especially as Juno let Mott 
be Mott and scout as he saw fit. 

Combat training took on a new level of challenge as Juno and Cilli 
brought their own alpha skill sets to the mix. For the most part, Raven 
and | abstained, letting our inner wounds heal before attempting to 
foster the focus and intensity needed to train with live weapons. 
Besides, I’d already shown my sentinels enough of what | could do, 
and there was a thin line to my humanity that they didn’t need to see 
past. Hart’s earlier mention of my inner demon seemed to have been 
taken as a figure of speech, rather than the dark reality that assailed 
my inner being and drove my success in the arts of war. 

From a pure power and skill standpoint, Sevin ruled the roost with 
his axe. Thankfully, he had no one to impress. The other sentinels 
were goaded on to greater heights by the presence of Lynda Snow, 
and | took to walking with her while the training was in session, hoping 
to keep the intense rivalries under control. 

| spent time filling Lynda in on all the recent history of Maidenhall 
and the players that she’d be encountering. 

“Your ear is looking better.” Lynda’s first mention of the bite caught 
me off guard. 

Reconnecting with Lynda had unlocked her ability to knock me 
gently about with a well-placed comment, but two could play at that 
game. 

“We’re still trying to figure out who gave that to me. Raven swears 
that she doesn’t remember, and nobody knows for sure where Yser 
was in the whole pile.” 

“The whole pile?” 


“It turns out my sister Hart has a thing for being in command. That’s 
why | gave Juno the second slot, well, that, and he’s a natural for it.” 

| fought the urge to open my deeper perception of Lynda’s feelings 
at that moment, considering it an invasion of privacy to listen in on my 
friend’s heart. Her face, that of a diplomat, showed me nothing. 

“Hart, as inquisitor, is my third. If things land in her lap, things are 
well and truly fethed and need her special attention.” 

“And if Hart isn’t around?” 

“Whenever the company’s top three aren't readily available, as 
Company Storm Consul, you will be in charge. When we ride east this 
spring for the Dungarr campaign, you'll be the Order’s authority in 
Maidenhall. There will be a lot more than diplomatic dinners for you to 
handle, and soon, you will meet my other sister. You won't have to go 
it alone.” 

“You have another sister beside Hart?” 

“Laila Storm. She is my second in the Garden of the King, my 
adopted neighborhood in the Lower Districts of Maidenhall.” 

“And how did you find her?” 

“She set a trap to have me destroyed by some disgustingly powerful 
dark entities. The Death Valley Massacre was the result.” 

“Oh, | see.” 

“Lynda, thank the Divine that you don’t, or that you didn’t. It wasn’t 
my best moment, and to be candid, I’m still paying for it.” 

“By adopting another sister into your House?” 

“Yes,” | replied. “Laila’s a survivor, smart and beautiful in her own 
way, and before you get any ideas, she’s almost twice my age. Also, 
I’m permanently wed to her well-being, as | am to Raven’s.” 

“Meaning?” 

“If our connection breaks, bad things happen.” 

“But you’ve been hundreds of miles from Maidenhall for the past 
couple of weeks. Will the city be on fire when we arrive?” 

“| sincerely hope not, but | can tell you that right now, Laila is 
drinking tea and playing cards with a handsome captain of the Royal 
Curtain Guard. | think she’s losing on purpose.” 

“No smoke?” she asked. 

“None. The city should still be standing when we arrive.” 


“Thank Goodness. And about your connections to Raven or Laila, 
what do | do when one breaks?” 

“If they break, that means I’m lost. Follow my company and help 
them find me.” 

“But what if you’ve been killed, or we can’t find you? What if you’re 
caught in some impregnable Hell-hole and can’t get free?” 

She was asking the questions that needed to be asked, and | loved 
her for it. 

“Then you must help preserve our presence in Maidenhall and 
collect our other Vigil. The Realm depends on it.” 

Lynda watched my eyes for any sign of a joke. “Company Storm 
has a second Vigil?” 

| nodded in all seriousness. Having been fed a dose of Pestilent 
visions during the Rift in Maidenhall, I’d recruit a third if | could. 

“Where would we find them?” 

| drew Sorrow from my lower back. “I have two sisters, but Sorrow 
has a twin.” 

“Lockrun,” Lynda murmured. 

“Her name is Enricata Ramsey, the lord mayor’s daughter. A 
paladin is guarding her day and night now, but he doesn’t know what 
she is. In fact, she doesn’t know either.” 

Lynda nodded, acknowledging the trust that | had placed in her. 

“Only Raven knows what | told you, and if I’m gone, she'll likely be 
in no condition to help. We must continue the presence of the Order in 
Maidenhall. The city and the King will fall otherwise.” 

“No pressure at all.” 

| had zero doubts about Lynda’s ability to handle the pressure. 
“We’re all in this together, and, one more thing, make sure to wear 
your Storm insignia in Maidenhall. For good luck.” 


Chapter 6 


Winter Business 


By the end of winter, business at the Scarred Man Pub was steady. 
The rain and chilly weather kept folks throughout the city indoors, 
which was a shame considering the washing that the Garden had 
gotten over the past several weeks. While it hadn’t reached garden 
levels of pleasantness, it didn’t smell like the overused cesspool of the 
summer months. 

We'd be breaking even at the Scarred Man Pub if | didn’t have a 
small company of young men who'd realized that they could drink 
there for free. Taking turns every week, they escorted Lynda Snow to 
the back-alley pub and made sure she never felt too lonely being far 
from home. 

| was on the lookout for a permanent bodyguard or two for my 
consul. Lynda had taken a liking to the Garden of the King and often 
made trips into the lively zone by herself during the daylight hours. Her 
Storm badge seemed to keep the locals at bay, but there were also 
rumors of counterfeit badges being popular as souvenirs, especially for 
the kids. Ben was busy tracking down the sources of those. 

My pub had a cellar for storage beneath it with direct access from a 
side alley. Above the pub sat a small apartment, which | had given to 
Ben Heck to use as he saw fit. Being close to Laila’s townhouse was 
one reason for his presence there, and it saved him from having to 
bunk with the sentinels on the second floor of Sturgess Hall. 

The pub’s basement had a hidden passage that ran beneath the 
adjacent street to the basement of a sizable, gated mansion. | owned 
that too. Only Gideon Weeks, the manager of Laila’s Garden 


properties, knew of it. Gideon was managing the place’s renovation, 
while | did my best to ignore it. 

Inheriting most of the Coven’s major assets had left us more than 
flush to plan for all contingencies, and | figured that the Scarred Man 
should have a permanent address in the Garden of the King section of 
the city. Owning the properties also gave us an out if anything ever 
permanently happened to me. It would make it easier for the next Vigil 
to establish a presence in Maidenhall. 

The place was almost complete as winter rolled into spring. The 
mansion, probably built by a Count for his mistress, was newer, had 
more rooms than Sturgess Hall, and was better suited to a 
comfortable, martial crowd. It held a dozen bedrooms and shared 
baths on the middle floor, four big suites on the top floor, a sizable 
dining room, kitchen, and office on the ground floor, plus shared living 
areas throughout the manse. Steel shutters and reinforced gates were 
being added front and back for security. Gideon Weeks had even 
managed to acquire the property directly behind the mansion, offering 
a potential place to train and a renovated stable yard for horses. 

Even with Lynda Snow as my official consul, Royal politics were 
looking like a Royal pain. Lynda’s skill and the perceived specter of 
Vigil Snow behind her added to our leverage, but select Royals and 
Landowners remained defiant of our long-term presence in the King’s 
Quarter specifically and Maidenhall in general. 

There had to be a reason the Vigil seat sat empty for years, and | 
suspected there were hidden ties to the former Coven organization 
that had gone up in smoke with the Death Valley Massacre last year. | 
asked Laila about it during one of our late-night talks, and while she 
confirmed the thought, she balked at sharing any details. | saved that 
one for our next session that got out of hand—my surrogate aunt liked 
to pry. 

Leaving the bulk of the company work to Juno Hartwell and Mott 
Duncan, the remaining winter months were spent healing my psyche 
and sorting my newly realized connection with Raven. Her Kjaira had 
stepped forward with its influence and suddenly protective nature, and 
Raven began to assimilate it into her whole. We couldn't have it tear 
her apart every time | got lost in the sordid reality that was Vigil Ara 


Storm. 

My personal goals were simple: repair the internal wall that 
shattered far too easily under stress and claim some modicum of 
control over my inherently dominant, darker side. Firefanged was a 
bold part of me, useful in the extremes of my work, yet needing a well- 
deserved ward. 

Inquisitor Hart worked with me daily, dissecting my connection, 
motivations, and dependencies on the deep, dark, demon lord that 
seemed to be there when | needed it to fight one of its peers. Hart 
believed that the on-going Cycle in Hell had spilled over into our 
Domain as the various Infernal Powers fought across the Veil and 
harvested what they could at our expense. This view ran counter to 
Vigil’s Snow’s more pessimistic view that we were under a full-scale 
invasion. 

| agreed with Hart. 

We hadn't seen a large incursion for almost a year, the last being a 
massive Horde assembled north of Lockrun. Since Snow crushed that 
display of dark power, we had been running into smaller and more 
locally aligned entities and dark dealings, and so far, with my small 
company, there wasn’t a Hell-portal we couldn't reach and destroy. 

Our biggest threats seemed to be political or aligned with the 
underside of our Realm. Duke Ragir called them the ‘uncivil wars,’ and 
he spent more time and money working against those than he did in 
defending Colivars northern border, which leveraged the rugged 
Everest Mountains. Laila often spoke to me of the Gray Houses that 
ruled the continent from places the Royals could never reach. She’d 
once built her own malignant empire in Maidenhall, years before I’d 
arrived, and she fought to keep a considerably less horrific reality in 
place. 

Raven sent word to her family that she would support the Ylamil line 
by assuming the role of consul or ambassador for the dark elves of 
Bastian. With the passes north closed for winter, we didn’t expect a 
response until spring or early summer. 

Her cousin Andarion continued to support her position and had 
begun concerted efforts to help Rae assimilate her two souls. Most of 
that came in the form of black blades at dusk in the Sturgess Hall 


courtyard. Each cold evening, rain or not, Andarion would push Raven 
until her Kjaira awoke to protect her. It was a sight for Hart and me as 
the tempo and the tone of the battle suddenly shifted, and Andy fought 
furiously to last another minute against my better half. 

When Rae shifted into her Kjaira ascendant mode, she would 
appear as a Cat-like vision to Hart’s inner eyes. | could see and feel 
Rae change into an apex predator with glowing eyes, and her blade 
became a blur that few could follow. | was in awe of her speed and skill 
and never once considered challenging her in a training duel. It 
seemed beyond my heart to fight her in any way. The fact that Andy 
would practice with her every evening, knowing that he would never 
come close to besting her, impressed me to no end. He was ‘Andarion 
the Blade’ to the dark elves back in Bastian, a master among students, 
and he used the time with Raven wisely. 

To Andy, it was all about instilling a greater balance and control in 
his younger cousin. After three months of sparring, Raven could 
decide if and when the shift took place, and the Kjaira wrapped around 
her heart continued to weave itself into her being. | applauded her 
relaxed control even as | worked in the opposite direction with my own 
evil self. 

Hart thought that | had a chronic case of the Black, ‘the Mad Black,’ 
she called it, and that my darker half would always draw some of the 
negative energy from the demons and dark forces that | faced. 

It was the curse of Firefanged. My gifts for smiting demonic foes 
converted and fed energy directly back to my sadistic soul mate in the 
Infernal Domain. Hart saw things in a more positive light. My inner 
ability to harness energy gave me the ability to see it and change it, 
and | could heal those hearts and souls with which | was strongly 
connected. 

Vigaila Grace, the Divine Mother of the Witches Divine, once 
explained that any permanent spell upon our soul could be viewed as 
a gift or a curse and that we would be foolish not to leverage it to our 
benefit. It didn’t slip past me that Vigaila Grace left Maidenhall shortly 
after that, saying that the place wasn’t big enough for the two of us. My 
goal was to give Firefanged similar respect and wield it wisely going 
forward, knowing that there was always a cost to everything. 


Spring arrived, and Company Storm rode northeast to the city of 
Dungarr, the stronghold of Vigil Thorn. Dungarr mirrored Stonnberg in 
size and stature, but being the defensive anchor of the East and facing 
the wetlands of the Dungarr Basin, it boasted a greater presence of the 
Order of the Vigil and a better maintained wall. 

The confusing swamps and heavy jungle land extended to the east, 
over the Realm’s border with Fugaku, and hosted numerous heretical 
tribes long known to deal with the Infernal entities, exchanging power 
for power in each Domain. Vigil Thorn railed in frustration at her 
inability to track down the heretics’ camps or properly engage the 
diabolical foes that the tribesmen summoned to keep the Order of the 
Vigil at bay. 

| was confident that we could help in the spring campaign and glad 
of the fact that there weren’t any caves in the area. What | didn’t count 
on was the fact that the Dungarr Basin could be thought of as one big 
cave, the blinding terrain teeming with energy and life of all kinds. The 
tribes traded on it, converted it, and used it to acquire power with their 
Emperor, an unknown sponsor from the Infernal Domain. 

Wise with age, Vigaila Grace had once told me that there was 
nothing simple about heretics, almost as a warning of what was to 
come. Witches are evil that way, even the ones that think they’re your 
friend. They tend to spoil everything. 

Laila Storm had continued to heal with the winter and had survived 
on her own during our trip north to Berykholt. She still pulled energy 
from me daily, and we were both still working our way forward to 
forgiveness, but | felt she would reach a point where she could 
eventually stand on her own. As my partner and sometimes aunt, 
sometimes sister, | trusted her completely. That said, once my 
company had arrived safely in Dungarr, Ben Heck returned to 
Maidenhall to keep an eye on her. Knowing Laila’s fragile inner health 
and precarious position as my second in the Lower Districts, | couldn’t 
risk leaving her unguarded for the duration of a long campaign. As with 
everyone around me, she was mine to protect. 


Chapter 7 
The Gifts 


Palanoag’s face stung, the tattoos of his ascension to tribal bone- 
man completely livid across his brow. He existed in a perpetual fever. 
The Emperor was taking his payment, his father told him, for the gift 
given to Pala on his sixteenth birthday. 

Being a bone-man of the Emperor’s Children was Palanoag’s fate, 
and his young eyes could see the 7wist in things. It was a small skill 
and of little use in the eyes of a father that could summon the Twist or 
a brother that could control the Twisted Gifts of the Emperor and drive 
the demonic Horde to victory. 

Pala’s father, Skarim, was Chief Tilikum’s Elder and considered 
wisest among all. Skarim guarded the Emperor’s Gifts more than his 
own earth-given children. 

The Gifts were a fierce, unstoppable force in the vast lands of the 
Dungarr Basin. They were dark tools to be deployed shrewdly and 
used to maximum effect, entities bearing a curse that would eventually 
break their enemies and bring their Emperor to glory in this world. As 
such, Skarim’s oldest son, Brabin, had been adopted by the Chief as 
the tribe’s Allelo and might eventually be elevated to Chief if the 
Emperor willed it. 

“You will be tortured, that is for sure,” said Skarim. “What will you 
tell them?” 

“Nothing,” Palanoag answered proudly. He wasn’t afraid of the 
enemy’s weak methods. His face already burned him day and night. 

“Wrong!” Skarim’s fist smashed into Pala’s cheek. “You will thank 
them for their sacrifice and tell them that you have brought a gift from 


the Emperor’s Children.” 

“Of course, of course. | will thank the heathens and make sure they 
appreciate the source of the gift.” 

“Our Chief wills it,’ Skarim softened his tone. “The enemy grows 
weak in spirit, so we must feed them.” 

“Of course, | am ready for the task.” 

Skarim’s fist connected once more. “I will tell you when you are 
ready, my son. Only | have the wisdom to judge such a thing, and until 
then, the wagon will not move.” 

Palanoag nodded, speechless, having bitten his tongue. The 
Emperor protects even the feeblest of his Children, or so he thought. 


Chapter 8 
The Dungarr Drip 


The swamps east of the city of Dungarr divided the Realms of 
Colivar and Fugaku, with only smuggler’s trails connecting the two 
Realms. Stretching from the Shetland River on the northern edge of 
the Basin down to the foothills of the Ironbark Mountains in the south, 
the Dungarr wetlands were a singularly difficult barrier for an army to 
cross in good order and greatly limited any supply lines in such an 
effort. The area was covered with old-growth trees, pods of jungle and 
swamp water intermixed across a rolling landscape, providing a great 
haven for the heretics and outlaws of either Realm. It was a region the 
Order couldn't ignore. 

Fugaku controlled the majority of the continent's eastern half and, 
with the natural barrier along their western border, directed the bulk of 
their military attention elsewhere. The Kingdom of Niantia on Fugaku’s 
northern border had been troublesome of late, sending belligerent 
diplomats to the Bastian and Fuga courts. The Fuga had to be aware 
of the black-souled heretics on their western border but seemed 
content to let Colivar deal with them. 

Dungarr, the city, was well defended. | left Sevin there with Hart 
under explicit orders to stay within its walls. Hart’s life had not been a 
pleasant one before she joined us last year, and her role as inquisitor 
was far more challenging to her than anyone expected. | meant to do 
everything possible to allow my sister a good night’s sleep, and Sevin’s 
first order was always to guarantee her safety above all else. 

The rest of Company Storm rode with Vigil Thorn’s contingent to a 
fortified camp another day farther into the verdant jungle to the east. 


From there, we would track the activity and hunt down the camps of 
the heretics known as the Emperor's Children. The heretics 
summoned lesser demons and, given a chance, could form a horde 
large enough to threaten Dungarr itself. Thorn was always looking to 
disrupt their plans and push them back for yet another year. Though 
costly in terms of sentinels lost, her previous campaigns had met with 
enough success to keep the heretics and their Infernal Hordes planted 
deep in the Dungarr Drip, the locals’ common name for the Basin. With 
luck and the help of Company Storm, Vigil Thorn intended to track 
down the main camp and knock the enemy back even further. 

Thorn and | shared a similar temperament in that we were both 
more bellicose, fighting as much as planning. The other three known 
Vigils in the Land of Colivar were likely a bit smarter, marshaling and 
directing their forces instead of leading the charge on the field or jungle 
of battle. Each of us held true to our dominant style. 

Scouting and skirmishing had been underway for a couple of weeks 
as the wet season faded and the lively landscape began to solidify. So 
far, the enemy had proven elusive, but as we arrived at the frontier fort, 
a scattering of dark pulses littered the horizon to the east, with a few 
Hellions positioned only a mile or two away. The immediacy of the 
demonic threat proved shocking and provided a strong incentive to this 
season’s campaign. 

The fortified camp stood across one of the more visible hills in the 
area. We stashed our horses in a makeshift corral located inside a 
disturbingly makeshift timber wall. From this point on, we’d be traveling 
on foot unless we were riding back to the west. 

Sergeant Volk, Thorn’s senior sergeant at the camp, assigned us a 
small set of tents to share, each of us doubling up with another 
member of the company. Raven grudgingly bunked with Yser while | 
would enjoy the dulcet tones of Juno Hartwell’s snoring. I’d have gladly 
bunked with the two young women, but this isn’t that kind of story. 

“Storm, don’t go running off yet,” called Thorn. “We’ve got a briefing 
in an hour, then dinner.” 

“My initial plan is to wait for dark and scout the vicinity. There are a 
couple of nearby threats that make my mind itch, and | plan on 
removing those first.” 


Akila Thorn had heard the stories, but she’d never seen me work. 
The thought of a night patrol through the dense, demon-infested terrain 
would have never crossed her mind. 

“Wait for dark?” She looked at me, gauging the eager expression on 
my face. “Sounds perfectly reasonable, but better if we can coordinate 
our efforts.” 

A disturbance at the gate pulled our attention elsewhere. A 
merchant’s wagon was surrounded by sentinel guards, and a man was 
being beaten into the ground. The smell of prey, long dead, reached us 
all. 

| grabbed Akila’s arm, trying to find the words, but she shook me off 
and braced herself, leading me down to the gate. 

A small man, face covered in tattoos and blood, lay in the mud, 
unconscious. His heart still beat, but | kept that to myself among the 
sentinels raging around us. The wagon normally held the dry goods of 
a brave border trader, but today it held the offerings of a psychotic 
butcher. Human bones, pieces of flesh, and shredded sentinel 
uniforms filled the entire cart. Many of the carcasses seemed older, 
perhaps from last summer’s campaign, but others were days old, if 
that. 

Yseria stood at my side, considering the offal. “They were eaten,” 
she pointed. “You can still see the teeth marks on the bones and the 
more recent flesh.” 

Yser picked up a gruesome arm from the pile. The sentinels around 
us were agape, still struggling with what they saw. Akila Thorn seemed 
surreal, calm, not saying a word, but | half expected her to burn the 
forest down right there. 

Yser held up the arm. “Ara, take off your vambrace.” 

| didn’t want to see it, but she insisted. As my bodyguard and 
sometimes medic, Yser knew my wounds better than anyone else. 
Removing my vambrace and the leather wrap from my left forearm, | 
held it up, Knowing that she was going to be right in her assumption. 

“It looks a lot like your arm, the punctures, the tears, the broken 
bones,” said Thorn. “They have a Kjaira?” 

The troops around us took a step back at that. | felt Vigil Thorn’s 
fear and understood the message that we’d been sent. | had sent 


similar missives in the past, but this one was a stale, poorly executed 
effort compared to those. 

“WE have a Kjaira,” | replied loudly, drawing Sorrow. “| could always 
use a second one.” 

Raven took the leather brace from my hand and began rewrapping 
my arm, proud that my voice didn’t crack as | tried to rally the troops. 

“What the feth would you do with a second one,” said Thorn, 
realizing her earlier mistake. “Pick your teeth?” 

“| would give it to you, Dear Vigil, as proof of my undying love.” 

“Bah! You say that to all the girls. Keep it in your pants, Storm.” 

The tension and fear around us broke, birthing a nervous laugh as 
Sergeant Volk ran to cover the contents of the wagon. 

“We will hold a funeral ceremony after dinner tonight for those lost 
and graciously returned to us,” Thorn stated. “Those fiends in the 
jungle around us will soon be receiving our thanks.” 

“| want to send the prisoner back to Dungarr,” | said. “My inquisitor, 
she might be able to get something useful from him.” 

“Take him if he still breaths. He won’t exist for any longer if he stays 
here.” Thorn had conquered her initial shock and spoke in a calming 
tone for her men. 

“Mott, Cilli, leave tonight,” | ordered. “The path west is well marked. 
Make sure he doesn’t die on the way.” 

Cilli had decent night vision; Mott not as much, but he had a scout’s 
sense of direction and would get them safely to Dungarr with the 
prisoner. 

### 

Hours later, our night shift patrol slipped into the jungle with leather 
armor and black blades. Elven shadows chased me toward our first 
black beacon. The elves' night vision rivaled mine, and their lithe 
bodies seemed to flow through the difficult terrain. Leaving the 
stronghold’s timber walls and sprawling hill, we jumped a small stream 
and ran east through a shallow, sandy gully. 

There existed a constant profusion of life that coated the landscape 
of Dungarr, both predators and prey, seemingly unaffected by the 
widespread presence of Infernal corruption. The chatter of birds and 
chimps, the growl of bears and panthers, the grunting of hogs and 


boars sounded all about us. In lower areas near streams, gators 
hunted unseen as red deer stopped for water. It was as if the intense 
array of jungle life could filter out the curse that roamed the broad 
basin before it did extensive damage, muting its presence. That alone 
could explain Thorn’s inability to pinpoint the major heretic camps, but 
it didn’t make a difference to me. | could sense both types of energy 
and separate the demons from the dogs. 

A low, wooded rise ahead of us held our first target, and as we 
wended our way up the slope, the sharp shape of a devil-mantis made 
its move, leaping down from the low branch of a tree. Its gleaming red 
eyes seemed a blur as Exile met it halfway, removing the Hellspawn’s 
head before it could plant its feet on the ground. Headless, it twitched 
in a failed attempt to scurry away as elven blades diced its corpse. 

We turned north, weaving toward another dark sentry. After 
dispatching a shrieking raptor demon, | took another long look around. 
My mind itched, tugged to the northeast, as if to a party where | wasn’t 
invited. 

Only Andarion wore an Ylamil hunter's amulet and the masking of 
his presence that it brought. He would be our back up as we ventured 
farther north away from Thorn’s camp. | trusted in my ability to detect 
trouble before we made our own and was confident that we could fend 
off any demonic threat of similar size. 

Three miles farther through the jungle and I'd spotted a camp, 
dotting the far edge of my perception with campfires and dark energy. 
lt was at least another two miles away, but | sensed it clearly, and the 
image in my mind sickened me. At least fifty Hellions and two Hell- 
knights, a small horde, were interspersed around a vast camp of warm 
bodies. The human heretics were prey, vibrating with unease amid the 
Unreal beings. We'd found another Death Valley site, this one with 
women and children sitting among the demons. 

The heretics must have been working hard, having already 
summoned enough demons to threaten Thorn’s camp of two hundred 
sentinels. If the heretics and their Hellish minions attacked at night with 
enough surprise, it would be a real slaughter. 

What were they waiting for? 

Having scanned the camp to the northeast, | didn’t find the unique 


presence of a Kjaira. It would shine like the blackest light in my mind, 
and I'd yet to perceive any sign of a death-demon. Still, the threat that | 
spotted among the Horde chilled me to my core and changed the 
course of the entire campaign. 

### 

“You're going to need a bigger wall,” | told Thorn that morning. 

The fire from last evening’s funeral pyre still smoldered on the edge 
of the fortified camp, the gift from the Emperor's Children nothing but 
ash mixed in with the seeds of anger and fear. 

We sat down to a rough map of the area, and | pointed out the 
northern camp's location with its horde. 

“Could you survive an attack with these makeshift walls?” | asked. 
“The timbers are fresh and sturdy, but the Hellions will climb right over 
them.” 

“| hope they do,” replied Thorn. “Two hundred sentinels against fifty 
lesser foes should swing in our favor if we’re formed and ready for 
them. That’s why I’m glad you're here. It allows me a chance to sleep.” 

Her answer rocked me back for a moment. Here in this heretical 
corner of Colivar, Akila Thorn would forgo sleep for days on end in her 
bid to keep her sentinels alive. As the lone Vigil, she was always ona 
back foot and unable to mount a serious offensive across the blinding, 
uneven ground. With two Vigil’s being present, she could rest knowing 
that someone was watching the surrounding jungle, and it would allow 
us to strike deeper into the heart of the Enemy. 

“The tribes somehow control the Horde,” | pointed out. “There were 
children present in this camp to the north.” 

“The bone-men wouldn’t summon them if they couldn’t control them. 
Their ‘Emperor’ must give them the power to do so,” she replied. “I’ve 
seen stranger things in my years here.” 

“Like what?” 

“Pigs. A whole horde of demon-infested wild pigs rampaging 
through the forest. Our walls withstood them, and we ate well for a 
week afterward, but there were hundreds of them charging endlessly 
around the Basin. We had to pull back all of our patrols for the rest of 
the season that year, waiting for the crush of animals to die out.” 

Having strong control of darker forces, the heretics were certainly 


turning out to be a bigger threat than I'd imagined. While we needed to 
destroy the Horde, an almost impossible task for the sentinels in the 
heavy jungle, it would do us little good without also finding and 
removing their source. 

“Speaking of bone-men, | think that | should make a run back to 
Dungarr to interrogate that half-dead fellow. The more we know about 
the bone-men, the better.” 

“| think | can keep this camp alive for another day or two.” Thorn 
wore her sarcasm well. 

“Before | go, what’s for breakfast? And please don’t tell me it’s 
bacon,” | pulled the smile from her hopelessly sardonic face. 

### 

“He’s awake,” said Hart. “But he’s pretending otherwise. He’s been 
feverish, and the doctor added something to his water to help that.” 

The bone-man was young, and the lines of fresh tattoos across his 
forehead didn’t hide his youth or his fear. He was a delivery boy, 
expendable. Perhaps with the clearing of his fever, his mind began to 
work toward that fact. Whoever sent him on his journey had to expect 
that he’d never return. 

“What’s your name?” | asked. 

A single manacle held him in place inside his dank cell. He didn’t 
seem to need it as he had nowhere to go. 

“Hey,” | said again, pulling forth his fear and feeding it back to him in 
ever-higher doses. 

The boy finally opened his eyes, which were normal, green. He 
smiled and tried to bow to me. “Lord of the Twisted. Have you come to 
save me from the heathens?” 

| was expecting something else and eased up on his fear. | looked 
to Hart, but her face remained blank. 

OK then. 

“And who are you?” | said. 

“lam Palanoag. It means ‘little gift’ in our tongue.” He sounded 
proud of it. “My Chief sent me to deliver a gift to the heathens, and | 
have done my duty as a bone-man of my tribe.” Palanoag wasn’t afraid 
of me, but he seemed scared of Hart. 

There’s a first. 


| had more than the gift of Firefanged now; | also carried a few 
potent memories and visions that could be used as weapons against 
those more vulnerable. My inquisitor couldn’t bear to see where this 
conversation was headed. 

“Hart, please take a walk with Sevin,” | said. “You shouldn't witness 
this next part.” 

“Thank you, Lord,” said Palanoag. “That woman glowed with the 
poison of the heathens.” 

My concentration was sorely tested as | tried not to smile at that 
statement. Hart would be hearing of it later. | examined the young 
man’s face and his mind, blackened with insanity. He’d been fed lies 
and corruption from the time of his birth, and he would foster even 
more disease in our world if his mind were left unchecked. 

“You are young, are you not, Palanoag?” 

He nodded. 

“And your father has fed you your whole life, hasn’t he?” 

Again, he nodded, eager in his agreement, “He is the wisest of the 
bone-men; through him, our tribe receives the Gifts of the Emperor. 
The heathens fall before us.” 

| offered him another shared truth, “I know the Emperor well. He 
demands the hearts of his Children.” 

“| was sent to thank the heathens for their sacrifices. We have bled 
them at the mouths and claws of our Twisted. The Emperor feasts well 
upon their fear and their screams of pain. His hunger never ends.” 

My bile rose with his smile. This young man’s mind was bent 
beyond all recognition; all his humanity was lost. Their monsters didn’t 
consume corpses but preferred to eat fresher meals while their bone- 
men gathered the dark energy that bled from the main course. 

“| know the Twisted well,” | said. “Does your tribe have one in the 
shape of a jungle cat, black with large fangs?” 

In awe, he replied, “You know Tilikum’s Cat? Our chief calls it 
Desha after the bones it breaks.” 

| fought the need to vomit at the turn of this southbound 
conversation. “I have met its sisters. Does your chief have any other 
Twisted in his care?” 

“Only Pokka, the gray bear. My brother Brabin is the Allelo; he 


controls the Gifts sent to us for war. He will be Chief one day if the 
Emperor wills it.” 

“| see a great battle coming soon for your brother. Please tell him 
when you see him next.” 

“He will be ready. The Horde still grows,” Pala bragged. 

“It is sizable. I’ve been to Brabin’s camp in the north. Have you?” 

Pala shook his head, “The Horde is kept far from the main village 
when it forms. It slowly spreads a madness to those nearby as it 
harvests their fear and despair.” 

That explained one reason why the women and children were sitting 
placidly among the demons. | was no longer sure which part of me was 
ascending, my thoughts running dark and darker. | would have to have 
a long chat with Hart before | left. 

“Pala, you are aptly named. Your Chief and your father are more 
than wise. Perhaps we should visit them someday soon. Would you 
like that?” 

“Can we bring them gifts?” 

“Most certainly,” | replied. “But first, | have a gift for you.” 


Chapter 9 


Fire and Ice 


“No fething way,” Yseria cried. “I’m not taking it.” 

My talk with Hart was over, and she had walked silently away with 
Sevin. They each knew their orders, even if they didn’t fully agree with 
them. 

| had handed Yser my sheath with Exile, not wanting to risk putting 
the priceless sword in the hands of the heretics. Sorrow alone would 
be enough for my upcoming trip. It had to be. 

Unfortunately, Yser and Raven were proving more difficult to 
convince when it came to my plan. They'd seen the Hell-holes that I’d 
walked into and staggered out of, though to be fair, it might not have 
been me doing the staggering. 

| had given them each a leather bracelet stained with a drop or two 
of my blood. It would allow them to pull energy from me, keeping their 
hearts intact while | was away. If the energy flow suddenly stopped, 
they’d also know that something catastrophic had happened. In that 
case, Andarion had better be on hand to tackle Raven. 

The company’s orders were to stay out of the Dungarr Basin until | 
returned. My recent conversation with Palanoag had been more than 
enlightening, the bone-man being eager to please the one he 
perceived as a Twisted Lord of Hell. | considered the entire Basin to be 
a Hellhole and the growing Horde a critical threat. Over the years, 
hundreds of sentinels had gone hunting for the heretics and never 
returned. It was time to try something different. 

“Yser, until | return, you are Raven’s bodyguard. Andarion might 
need your help.” 


Raven slapped me hard at that remark, head-spinning hard. She 
was right, in light of the risk that | was taking, but it was necessary. 

“The Emperor's Children are summoning hordes of demons and 
sacrificing women and children to sustain them. They’re feeding 
sentinels, living sentinels to their pets, Kjaira or not, in order to harvest 
their pain and their failing souls. How could you ask me not to try and 
stop it all?” | spoke in my most level voice, a part of me already 
burrowing for shelter. 

Raven slapped me again and walked out. Yser gave me a tear-filled 
look and followed, while Andy reached out and shook my hand. | held 
it a moment longer than necessary, savoring the warmth of his loyalty 
and his connection to Raven. 

Never one to start a war, | was determined to end this one. The 
Emperor’s Children were an abomination, an almost inhuman sect of 
devil worshippers, and a potential plague on our entire world. The war 
had been feeding them, making them stronger, despite Vigil Thorn’s 
best efforts. She couldn’t have known that for every sentinel that the 
heretics captured, several more demons were sent through the Veil, 
bolstering the Horde. My most difficult conversation would be held 
tomorrow evening, convincing Vigil Thorn to pull back. 

Mott and Cilli escorted my new best friend, Palanoag, and me back 
to the front. Mott was under strict orders to make sure no one tried to 
follow us. Juno would return the whole of Company Storm to Dungarr, 
whether Thorn agreed to leave her frontier fort or not. Company Storm 
would already be putting plenty into the devil’s pot. There was no need 
to risk any more of us, at least not for the moment. 

Palanoag rode along at my side as we crossed the ditch 
surrounding the fort. He was unshackled physically. Mentally and 
emotionally, he was almost catatonic, locked into the reality to which 
he had been born. | had taken the time to show him the Emperor's real 
clothes and the result it would have on his people and the world. 

Infinite hunger begets infinite suffering. 

It had been a risk, doing what | did, and | half expected him to die 
right there as the Infernal visions raced through his mind. But he was 
young, and his mind still had some room to bend, even break, as a 
new pattern began to form there. | was hoping for something more 


aligned with his soul, checkered as it was. 

Juno Hartwell was waiting for me, eager to get the campaign 
moving. Sentinels could only train so much before swinging at 
something with horns and claws, and my capable second was no 
exception. As such, he missed the fact that the dark elves hadn't 
returned with me. 

“Sentinel Hartwell, you have new orders,” | began. “Please lead 
Company Storm to Dungarr immediately. If I’m not back in Dungarr 
proper within one week from today, you are to deploy our scouts to the 
northern Dungarr basin in hopes of tracking the Horde that’s present in 
the northernmost of the heretics’ camps. The location is already 
tagged on our maps, but the Horde could go almost anywhere.” 

Juno Hartwell froze in confusion. 

“Any questions?” | asked my second. 

He was silent for a moment. “Vigil, when should | implement our 
standing orders?” 

| liked Juno. He never slapped me. | took a slow breath, counting in 
my head. “Two weeks, but the Horde comes first,” | said, making sure 
that Mott also heard me. 

Juno nodded and shook my hand. 

Mott did the same, saying, “Saints.” 

Not where I’m going. 

“Juno, please take Daur back with you. Give him a good run every 
once in a while.” 

### 

“So, you’re telling me that I’ve been feeding the heretics’ Hordes for 
the last ten years?” Vigil Thorn spat, a black rage descending upon 
her. 

| nodded and took a step back, not wanting any of her backhands. 
Having already turned one cheek, | didn’t want to arrive in the heretics’ 
village looking overly abused. 

“You get the feth out of my sight before | kill you myself,” she 
hissed. “And take that filthy bone-man with you.” 

No, she wasn’t taking it well at all. She was a big girl and could 
make her own decisions. | took a moment to bow; my admiration for 
Vigil Thorn still stood. Feth her, anyway. 


| grabbed Palanoag by the back of the neck and pulled him from 
Thorn’s tent. Thankfully, my company had departed, and the evening 
air was perfect for a long stroll. We walked unhindered to the east, and 
| spent the night picking Pala’s brain for his tribe’s rituals, power 
structure, and family tree. The boy carried a thin layer of black about 
his soul, a stain that would grow as he advanced in the eyes of his 
father, the elder bone-man, and his king, Chief Tilikum. The Infernal 
stain brought more gifts and the power to use them. 

The evening of the following day, we ended our walk, having 
trekked almost thirty miles through the Dungarr Basin and into the 
main village of the Emperors Children. My best guess put us 
somewhere near the Fugaku border, maybe even over it. | was 
surprised by the fact that the village wasn’t walled or overtly guarded. It 
showed the immense confidence the people had in their Emperor and 
the lack of success the Order of the Vigil was having against them. 

The sizable village held several hundred men, women, and children. 
Families lived in houses built up on stilts in preparation for the rainy 
seasons. Hogs and chickens inhabited pens while dogs ran free 
throughout the place, hunting for snakes, gators, or whatever animal 
made the mistake of walking uninvited into town. Today, that was me. 

The village didn’t seem all that menacing, other than the large pit of 
bones, the bodies of two soldiers staked to the ground outside the 
Chieftain’s longhouse, and the four large steel cages. Two of the 
cages were empty. The other two held a rock bear and a black 
panther. 

| nudged Pala, “Is that Desha and Pokka?” 

He nodded. 

| sighed in relief. 

The two predators were clearly full of corruption, filled by the 
Emperor's Gift, but the panther, while sizable, wasn’t a Kjaira. It carried 
the soul of a lesser demon. 

The eyes of both animals were solid black, reminding me of the 
‘Rippers of Murderhall.’ Both creatures, having demon speed and 
aggression as well as innate weapons for hunting, would be 
nightmares to face. ‘Death Valley of the East’ became the new name 
for the Dungarr Drip. 


| dragged Palanoag over to the cages. My prior experience with 
caged rippers was substantially more interactive. These ignored me 
completely. 

“They seem like they’re asleep. Why are the beasts so dormant?” | 
said, pulling out my dagger. 

“The Chief keeps them locked down when they’re not being used,” 
said Pala. 

The panther squirmed as | poked it. It was alive. | sheathed Sorrow 
and walked away, hoping I’d done the right thing. 

Pala escorted me up the stairs, past the guards, and into the Chief's 
lodge. 

After we’d entered, standing in the back of the crowded room, | 
removed an amber necklace and handed it to Pala, saying “Another 
gift for you.” 

The item had shaded me from the attention of the forest and his 
clan and was no longer needed. 

“Thank you, Lord,” said Pala. 

The room faded into silence. 

A cold voice shouted from the shoulder of the Chief of the 
Emperor’s Children, “Palanoag! Who have you brought among us?” 

A few startled men rushed past us and out the front door of the 
house. 

With my hand on his neck, | steered Pala forward, keeping him front 
and center as we crossed the large, well-furnished room. 

“Palanoag, introduce me,” | said. 

Pala bowed to the Chief and to the elder that was whispering in the 
tribal leader’s ear. Pala spoke in his most subservient voice, “Chief 
Tilikum, having completed my mission to the heathens to our west, | 
bring you a Gift. Ara Storm, Lord of the Twisted.” 

The Chief waited as a nervousness permeated the hall, and | could 
feel the man’s pride above everything else. He had been dominating 
his people and the region for at least ten years without fail. Normally in 
complete control, he was growing irritated, trying to stare me down. | 
grabbed onto that feeling and pulled it forth, raising it from irritation to 
ire to rage. As the man sat fuming, | dug in, eating his fury and endless 
pride. 


“You will bow, mortals,” | commanded, returning my hoard of fear 
and rage to the room. 

Everyone dropped, except the Chief, held upright by the elder bone- 
man. Pala’s father was a piece of work, tattooed, painted, adorned in 
strings of jewels and trophies. He was down on one knee with his head 
bowed low even as his outstretched arm braced his liege lord, keeping 
him erect. You had to admire the elder’s dedication to Tilikum’s pride. 

The scene was comical, the actors a disease. 

| grabbed Pala by the neck and pulled him upright. | laughed, “Well 
done, Skarim!” 

“What is a storm lord?” said the Chief. “And why are you here?” 

“| bring a challenge to your Emperor. He is an interloper and weak 
among his peers in the Infernal Domain. He hides among the rats to 
seem a bigger cat.” 

“Rats? Cats?” he said, turning to his trusted elder. 

Skarim spoke with a satisfied grin, “Perhaps you would like to meet 
our chief's cat?” 

The man’s soul was coated in black; his eyes saw little beyond the 
challenge to his king’s domain and the Pestilent power that fueled it. 

“Is that the animal sleeping outside?” | said. 

“Of course.” 

“That's not a cat. THIS is a cat.” | drew Sorrow, holding it out, hilt 
first to the elder, a message in a dagger and an invitation. 

He stepped forward carefully and snatched the weapon, sniffing it 
briefly in disbelief. Skarim asked his son, “What do you see, 
Palanoag?” 

“The fang of a Kjaira.” 

“And when you look at our guest?” He pointed carefully, doing his 
best not to offend. 

“A Lord of the Twisted. Bane of the Kjaira and a cure for us all.” It 
was well said, poetic even, but his father would never appreciate it. 

| continued, “Elder, | come from the heathens, having seen the 
delivery of the Chief's kind gift to their Marshal. In return, they asked 
that | give you a weapon for your general to wield at the head of your 
growing army.” 

“A fine gift,” said Tilikum, still puzzled by my words. He showed his 


complete loss at my appearance and the reasons for it. 

His dark gods weren't expected to turn up and talk as | did, “Don’t 
think for a second that your Emperor could offer you something as 
priceless. He offers you mud while you pay with your souls.” 

“How are you so bold to think my Desha is worthless?” 

“When we walked in here, she was caged, lying motionless on the 
ground, like mud. A threat to no man. A toy wasted on a child,” | 
laughed. “Now, | see where you get your name, the Emperor's 
Children.” 

Their moods darkened further. The faces of Tilikum and his elder, 
burning red with rage, were almost worth the price of all that followed. 

Almost. 


Chapter 10 
Firefanged 


Skarim recovered first. “Palanoag, please take our guest outside. 
Perhaps he would like to play with Desha if he views her as such a 
toy.” The wise old bone-man had finally gotten tired of my game. 

| must be losing my touch. 

We stood outside near the cages, and | took note of the two men 
tied to stakes in the ground. One was a young sentinel about my age, 
probably an adept. The other, older, obviously a soldier, wore the 
uniform and features of the Fuga military. Both men were alive, as yet 
unharmed, and | pushed some inspiration and fear at them to wake 
them up. 

Tilikum’s entourage exited the lodge and joined us as | examined 
the men. 

“Chief Tilikum, | am a betting man. When have you last placed a 
bet?” | pushed down on his earlier anger and pulled on his abundant 
pride. 

“I’m listening,” he replied. 

“Well, as you are about to unlock Desha, | thought the animal could 
use some exercise. How about we let these two make a run for their 
lives while we all admire Desha’s skill for hunting? After a suitable 
head start, you can send the cat to track them both down and drag 
them back.” 

lt was a sure thing in his eyes. “What do | get when Desha catches 
them?” 

“That depends on how trustworthy and talented your Elder is. | 
know of a remote city in Colivar that is almost completely unprotected. 


If Skarim can vouch for the truth in my words, your son Brabin could 
strike a harsh blow upon your enemies to the west.” 

Tilikum looked to Skarim, his mouth watering with intrigue. Their 
lack of Infernal guidance in such matters had troubled both men 
deeply. 

“Of course, he can,” replied the Chief. 

After making sure each man had a flask of water and was pointed in 
the right direction, the two troopers were released into the growing 
darkness of the jungle night. 

“Remember the Storm Lord!” | yelled as the men ran off in opposite 
directions. 

“Chief Tilikum, do | have your word, in front of all your people, that 
those men will only meet their fate from Desha and no others of your 
tribe?” 

“Yes,” he replied, as honest an answer as | could ever hope to get 
from the man’s blackened soul. 

| nodded, “Now, let’s meet your pet.” 

Tilikum barked, “Open Desha’s cage.” 

| could feel his excitement and pride as his henchmen followed 
orders. 

Desha shook itself loose and sauntered from the cage. Its eyes 
glowed a dark red, like the setting sun. | shook with the memory of my 
first encounter with a Kjaira. 

“He’s impressed,” said Skarim. 

Walking slowly forward and reaching out my hand, | halted and 
looked back at Tilikum as if waiting for his approval. He nodded with 
pride. Leaning forward and placing my hand on the animal's head, it 
began to vibrate silently under my touch. 

| stepped back, and a henchman threw two pieces of clothing at the 
feet of the big cat. 

“Hunt,” said Tilikum. 

The giant cat bent low and sniffed the articles. It lifted its nose into 
the air and bolted off into the night, the dogs of the camp scattering for 
cover in every direction. 

“Now, Storm Lord, about that city in Colivar. Perhaps we can 
discuss it while you meet my other pet.” 


Another cage door popped open. 

Pokka struggled to its feet and stretched. The animal, covered in 
equal parts gray fur, claws, and sharp teeth, had to be close to a 
thousand pounds of semi-controlled destruction. The bear sauntered 
forward and sat down on its haunches twenty feet away. 

| wiped my brow. “Chief Tilikum, your control of that animal is 
admirable. Perhaps it is a good time to discuss that city.” 

My mind flashed back to the day before, to Raven’s reaction, the 
fear she felt, and the pain that she knew was coming. 

“Well-played,” said the elder, bowing to his chief. “The interloper is 
ready to talk.” The elder was a walking cesspool of the Black. He 
valued his privileged position at the ear of Tilikum. 

| disliked him greatly. | would do everything | could to tear the two 
leaders apart in the face of their Pestilent emperor. Turning to face the 
elder, | spoke, “I forgot myself and our earlier conversation. Perhaps | 
could speak with your emperor, though | bet he’s been less than 
talkative of late, hasn’t he?” 

The old man’s rage bucked inside him, and he howled, “Piss on 
you.” 

| was relying on inside information from Palanoag. The Emperor’s 
Children were having little success with their formerly reliable Infernal 
channels of communication. They were still receiving demons through 
the Veil, but the Emperor was muted, unable to guide them on what to 
do with their growing Horde. 

Good thing they had me. 

“No? Nothing?” | chuckled. “What about you, Chief? Is your elder 
failing? Or is it your dark, daft god that is tongue-tied?” 

Pokka stood up, growling as it walked in my direction. 

“| think Pokka still has some wise words to share,” Tilikum laughed. 

| turned my back on the monster of a bear and looked Tilikum in the 
eye. “| have one word for you, Chief.” 

“Oh, and what is that?” he smiled as Pokka drew near. 

| could smell the bear-beast’s rancid breath and feel its hunger 
growing as the dark soul within it came awake. | pushed anticipation 
into the scene around me as | spoke, “Firefanged.” 

A dark blur exploded from the nearest shadow, predator’s fangs 


colliding with the massive neck of the rock bear. The pair of beasts 
tumbled sideways, and the shadow-cat was gone, racing away into the 
jungle. 

The King and his bony jester stood agape, looking from me to the 
bear, which was getting up and shaking itself loose of the Chief's 
rapidly dissipating hold. 

“Where is your Emperor now?” | hissed. 

The chief ordered his henchmen forward. They waved their torches 
at the seemingly disoriented animal, and it did what any normal beast 
would do. It fled into the surrounding wilderness. 

“Get me Brabin, now!” Tilikum screamed, slamming his fist into the 
face of his elder. 

Palanoag remained all but forgotten, so | told him to go home and 
rest. I’d find him if | needed him. 

“Storm Lord, it appears that we have further negotiations to 
complete. Our Allelo will be here within two days. Perhaps we can 
resume our talks then. We will, of course, make you comfortable.” 

### 

| circled the village checking the scents, looking for the stale scent 
of terror, signs of prey on the run, and any hunters giving chase to the 
east and west. Without thinking, | was bolting westward, tracking a 
hunter, a burst of anger guiding me through the brush. 

Ignoring a herd of red deer, | leaped across a creek and dodged 
past countless giant trees and vines as the uneven terrain flew past 
me. Within minutes, | closed in behind a man from the village. 

At the last moment, he heard my approach and veered toward a 
tree. 

Claws snagged his leg, sending him tumbling, and my jaws 
clamped around his neck. A sharp shake later, he was dead. 

Another man, smelling of excrement and fear, staggered through 
the forest only a short measure away. 

| let out a growl and reversed course, passing the village on my 
right, listening to the night. 

The scattering of a group of hogs pulled me further east. The scent 
of another village hunter, his sweat dotting the ground ahead, led to 
the end of another predator. 


Fully sated, | loped eastward until the ground began to rise, and the 

forest started to thin, a range of hills rising ahead of me. 
### 

On my second evening in the Village of Death Valley, as I’d decided 
to name it, | was summoned to the main Lodge. A pair of fresh, half- 
eaten corpses lay near the bone pile. By their dress, they were village 
hunters, not soldiers. | didn’t know them. 

“It seems that you have won our first bet,” said Tilikum. “The enemy 
scouts have not been brought back by Desha.” 

“What will you do without your toys?” | asked. 

“Don't worry, | have plenty of toys,” he clapped. “And | intend to 
honor the outcome of our bet with a suitable gift.” 

Behind him, eight village women walked in and sat down beside him 
on the floor. All were dressed in nothing more than a short leather skirt, 
and the youngest couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen 
years of age. They waited expectantly, perhaps even eager to impress, 
a Suitable gift for their leader, but not for me. 

“My wives,” he offered. “Pick one, pick two if you like. | recommend 
them all. My son Brabin will be here tomorrow, and we can discuss his 
upcoming campaign. In the meantime, make yourself comfortable.” 

“Don’t you have any daughters?” | replied. “How old are they?” 

With Pala’s help, | knew all the names and ages of Tilikum’s family, 
including his eight wives and five daughters. It seemed that there was 
a vast difference between offering his wives and his blood, and | 
intended to test it. 

“You look a bit tired today. Perhaps it would be better if you rested 
until tomorrow, Storm Lord.” 

| nodded and returned to my rooms adjacent to the lodge. Perhaps 
‘Village of Death Valley’ was too nice a name. It had better be. 

### 

Brabin, the chief's adopted son, was an oily jackal of a man with a 
face covered in chaotic tattoos and a constant grin. He arrived at the 
Village the following afternoon, toting a soul black enough to rival 
Skarim’s. As the key that controlled the tribe’s link to the Infernal 
Horde, his abject corruption was no surprise, but what caught the 
attention of us all was the incredibly beautiful young woman that rode 


into the village with him. 

She appeared to be about twenty years old, with long, black hair, 
cherry red lips, and dark, haunting hazel eyes. Her smile glowed above 
her eye-catching chest and tight-fitting leathers. 

| didn’t know where to look without finding myself staring. 

Brabin helped the woman down from her horse and introduced her 
as his gift for Chief Tilikum. She was an offering for the success of the 
coming campaign, and no name was given. The chief could name her 
later at his whim. 

The woman bowed to Tilikum, offering an even better view of 
herself. Perceived from a distance of a mile or two through the 
midnight jungle of the Dungarr, she was unmistakable, a malignant 
maw of hunger. Up close, in her latest ravishing form, she was a trap 
of apocalyptic proportions. The Realm wasn’t big enough for the two of 
us, and as she winked at me, my heart froze. My fate as an actor was 
sealed as Vigaila Grace, the ancient succubus witch, took center 
stage. 

The chief smiled, “I feel like this is a good time to continue our 
negotiations, Storm Lord. It seems that my son Brabin has heard 
plenty about you.” 

| was given the Royal treatment, not staked outside like a common 
enemy. Instead, | was stripped naked and tied to the floor in the middle 
of Tilikum’s family lodge—my wrists and ankles secured with strong 
ropes. A good thing that | wasn’t bashful, but | had to concentrate 
whenever the former Mother Divine decided to catch my eye. Who 
knew that torture could take such a pleasant form? Only | knew that it 
was all a lie. 

“You're one of the heathens’ Seers?” Skarim asked. “You had us 
going with your Firefanged antics.” 

My antics had deprived them of their most dangerous toys and 
saved the lives of two soldiers. | was fine with the mundane word. 
What | couldn’t fathom was the insufferable hubris and authority that 
the Chief and his lackeys flaunted over me; their confidence, once 
shaken, had solidified before my eyes. | gaped at their downfall, my 
further antics about to take hold. 

The Emperors Children had unknowingly allowed an ancient 


succubus into their midst. For a tribe that relied on the life energy of 
people to feed their god, it was an insane mistake. For my part, having 
knowingly brought in a lesser god to feed off their dark souls, | 
suddenly worried about my own. It may have been necessary, but it 
still made my skin crawl, and if the Emperor were here, he’d be 
laughing at us all. 

Feth. 

| had walked away from Thorn’s frontier fort four days ago, and | 
wondered if the belligerent Vigil had slept since then. If only she’d 
retreat and let the Emperor’s Children consume themselves in their 
King’s greed, | would handle the Horde. One way or the other, it would 
no longer be a threat to the Dungarr Drip. 

“It's amazing the things you can glean from a simple witch,” | 
chuckled. 

“I’m more interested in what we can get from you before you meet 
the Emperor,” replied Tilikum. “Which reminds me, Brabin, | have a gift 
for you.” 

The Chief nudged Skarim, who produced Sorrow, my former 
companion. Vigaila looked on in surprise, her hunger waking further at 
the sight of the weapon. Brabin’s awe was inspiring; the exotic sheath, 
more than the blade, drew his attention. 

“The whole thing smells exquisitely familiar,” said Brabin. “What do 
you think, my dear?” 

Vigaila lifted the weapon from his hand and fought to hide her 
frown. It was empty; its soul energy had already fled, growling into the 
night. 

“Wear it always as you lead your Horde,” she said, handing it right 
back. “The enemy will surely take note and flee.” 

Brabin quickly fit the dagger to his side. 

The succubus began her dinner by sitting down on Tilikum’s lap. 
“I’m hungry, Lord. Perhaps we can pick up this boring conversation 
tomorrow.” 

She was always hungry. You only had to remind her. It was the 
chieftain’s mistake, not mine, but somehow, we both paid for it. 


Chapter 11 


Darkest Divide 


The events of my fifth day in Happy Valley began later than 
expected. I’d been dragged from the lodge and staked into the place of 
honor for prisoners of war. | think the move was Skarim’s doing as I'd 
not seen any sign of life from Tilikum. Unkindly, they’d forgotten to 
return my clothes. 

Naked to the day, | used my time to examine the state of my inner 
walls and the wisdom that had brought me to this moment. | had the 
ability to sense the emotions and life energies of those around me, 
using them to spark my own or to spark them in others. My evil other 
half, a warlord in the Infernal Domain, would leverage that as well, 
stepping forth to share his dark power at convenient times, but getting 
him back to his side of the room was always the problem. For the 
moment, | felt confident that the constant dark presence was held in 
check behind my inner barriers, but the day was young, and anything 
could tear those down. 

The prospect of meeting the Emperor didn’t scare me. If anything, 
getting a sniff of the devil behind the Emperor’s Children could go a 
long way in stopping it, but | was at a loss as to how the heretics would 
accomplish it with so little power at their disposal. 

Lastly, a new problem landed on the surface of my grand plan, like 
a fly on a pasture patty. With a powerful succubus on the scene, the 
near-term health of the Allelo was a concern. If she drained Brabin too 
far or too soon, the Demonic Horde would be unchained, free to roam 
the eastern basin, and a huge menace for Thorn to tackle. Ugly as he 
was, Brabin had a job to do, and he needed to leave before he 


dropped dead. 

As with many things in life, the timing was everything. Unlike my 
inquisitor, | couldn’t see or feel Vigaila Grace tear the energy and the 
souls from those around her, but | certainly noticed the results 
afterward. 

As dusk appeared, Chief Tilikum finally staggered forth from his 
house, leading a lethargic group. Lethargic, but one, as Vigaila Grace 
brimmed with energy and hunger. It was as if she was never sated 
once she began to feast. Somehow her frozen heart had thawed, no 
longer a tomb of ice beneath her chest. 

| yanked on Tilikum’s chain one last time. “So, you’ve come to 
reconsider about your daughters?” | hoped that the mention of his flesh 
and blood might pull the chief back toward some semblance of 
humanity and weaken his dark resolve. 

Pala had provided a complete rundown on the Tilikum family tree. 
The chief had five daughters ranging from four years old to fourteen. 
The oldest was Ayla, and the youngest was Ceri. Pala complained 
about Tilikum doting on the girls and not giving the oldest to Pala’s 
brother Brabin on her thirteenth birthday. Wives, especially young 
ones, were a sign of prestige among the Emperor’s Children. 

“Skarim, please prepare our guest for his journey,” said the chief, 
ignoring my remark completely. 

The elder pulled a small, dark dagger from his belt, the weapon 
ornate in its vile intent. I'd seen such a weapon before, had known it 
almost intimately. It would capture one’s soul at the moment of death. 

The former Mother Grace and | both coughed at the same time. 
She, in her attempt to hide a laugh, and |, in my attempt not to vomit. 
At least she succeeded. 

Skarim approached, “I’m happy to tell you that you won't enjoy this, 
but we will.” 

He plunged the short dagger between my ribs, piercing my left lung. 
It wasn’t a killing blow, a fact that | immediately began to regret. 

### 

“Lockrun,” | finally screamed with my lacerated tongue, unaware of 
how much time had passed since the negotiations had begun. It could 
have been ten minutes, but it felt like hours, perhaps even days. 


The dagger nibbled at my soul with an icicle’s teeth, piercing and 
pulling. Death by inner excavation was a new one for me. The baleful 
part, in my cratered mind, was that it wouldn’t kill me, but it sure made 
me wish that it had. | begged for it all to end. 

In my prior battles, when I'd consumed far too much Black and 
unleashed my darker side to survive it, I'd always had a sane half, a 
clean home for myself to eventually inhabit. My inner house would 
remain standing, and once the Black was gone, I'd always managed to 
return with Hart’s help. The dagger was ignoring everything else in its 
quest to consume that inner house. 

Feth, kill me now. 

| heard Vigaila Grace laughing with all the King’s men, with Skarim 
and Brabin, as blood leaked from my mouth. She’d claimed that we 
were friends, once, saying that | entertained her so. Well, if that was 
the case, we should be celebrating our honeymoon any time now. 

Eventually, Tilikum spoke, “You have your target, Brabin. Make me 
proud.” 

All for the pride of the Chief. So much for so little. 

The tribe’s Allelo walked off without a glance and mounted his 
horse. In two days, the Horde would be on the move, heading north. 

“Now, Skarim, break out your pipe,” the Jungle King ordered, taking 
advantage of the situation while | lasted. 

These heretics were anything but simple. They'd found a ready 
source of power to feed their Infernal Emperor: me. To say that | was 
vulnerable would have been a lie. A dead man is no longer vulnerable 
to anything. The Emperor came and went with little fanfare and great 
disappointment by the chieftain and his elder. 

“Firefanged,” said the wise old man. With a whimper, he dropped 
dead at Tilikum’s feet. 

Vigaila Grace coughed again. It must have been all that black 
smoke from the elder’s pipe. 

| screamed with laughter, literally, at the joke beside me as they 
dragged the dead elder away, and | continued screaming well into the 
night. It may have ruined my throat and the sleep of those inside the 
longhouse, but my lopsided howling seemed to help me cope with the 
pain. In his preoccupied state, the chief seemed to have forgotten the 


blade still wedged in between my ribs as he’d led his procession back 
into the lodge. 
### 

With the first rays of morning, Tilikum appeared, staggering and 
dragging a slender, young woman out of the lodge. 

“You will feed him. Make sure that he doesn’t die,” he ordered the 
girl. “The Emperor must have him.” 

She was wearing a fresh bruise across her cheek and thankfully, a 
vastly more modest dress than the Chief's wives. | was grateful for that 
in my unseenlly state. 

“Take it,” was all that | could utter before blacking out. 

### 

A bloody hand slapped my face. 

The dagger’s presence was gone, along with most of my soul; the 
pattern of my mind sat empty and uncontrolled. It was midnight with 
the moon watching overhead, its pity waxing as it gazed down upon 
me. 

Vigaila Grace leaned forward and kissed me on the mouth, licking 
away the blood. Then the witch reached down, pushing forth her 
abundant energy and doing the impossible. She aroused me and 
straddled me. She drew forth my flesh-made dagger and plunged it 
into herself again and again. Her screams filled the quiet night. Even 
the dogs were silent as she spent herself. She pushed and pulled at 
my energy until the first hint of dawn, never letting that part of me tire, 
even after it had given her everything that | had. 

With the dawn, she went back inside the lodge, leaving me tied in 
place, the dark dagger nowhere to be seen. The Honeymoon had 
ended, leaving us wed, strangers to each other, and ourselves. 

| closed my eyes, and | ran. 

### 

Around midday, | realized that | was being fed again and shook my 
head. The simple soup would never stay down, and it was too early for 
me to drown in my vomit. Give me a few more days, maybe a week. 
Then I'd be good to go. 

The predator must outlast the prey. 

The girl, waifish thin with long black hair and dark brown eyes, was 


persistent and afraid to fail her father, the Chief. | could feel her 
confusion and her shame at being so close to a naked man, having to 
feed him even as he fought her with his eyes and chin. She didn’t give 
up, even if it meant that she sat and waited for me to pass out again. | 
had nowhere to hide. 

Neither one of us spoke. At dusk, she went inside, reappearing at 
dawn. Those were the rules of our existence for the week that 
followed. 

Every night, with the moon bobbing overhead, Vigaila Grace would 
walk out of the lodge, her naked body powerful in its perfection. As she 
walked past me into the waiting village, | felt her hunger and knew that 
| was nothing but the day’s dessert. 

Even if | had something to say to her, | couldn’t call out; my tongue 
was swollen, and my lungs were both drastically short of breath. 

She returned from the quiet village sometime later and sat down 
beside me. | flinched at her power as she breathed the cool night air— 
the rise and fall of her chest gathering speed. 

She whispered, “Tell me. Tell me that you want me.” 

### 

Every day, the Chiefs daughter appeared. She would arrive, 
bearing food and water and a fading bruise. | could smell the Chief on 
her and the shared corruption of their House. She was of his House, 
his get, and not a day older than fourteen. 

I'd known her name a few days earlier, all of their names once, but 
now, | only knew her as kind, always averting her eyes, careful not to 
touch the filthy corpse that I’d become. | wondered what she had done 
to Tilikum or Vigaila Grace that had landed her on prisoner duty. What 
crime could match this punishment? 

Vigaila Grace ignored me for several nights before paying me 
another visit. | thought that there was nothing left to take, but | was 
wrong. 

The succubus strode past me, again, into the village, midnight. 
Yseria Warric returned a short time later. 

The mirrors of my mind shattered as | recognized my dear friend, 
her perfect face, her lithe form descending upon me, her cool gray 
eyes enjoying me, even as she tore me further apart. She left sated; 


her smile said that she would be back soon. For three more nights, she 
visited, leaving my mind littered in shame, yet eager for more, all my 
other ghosts forsaken. 

My wrists and ankles were bloody, worn almost to the bone, as the 
light of dawn chased her back inside the longhouse one more time. 
The village remained quiet, and even the dogs seemed to have fled. 

### 

Breakfast was always the worst for both of us. | could feel the girl’s 
fear as she approached each morning, dreading that she might find me 
dead. My exhaustion was such that | wanted to sleep before the sun 
became too warm, too bright. She was always determined to pour 
water down my aching throat, somehow ignoring my wishes and my 
abject filth. 

As afternoon arrived, | remained stoic, thankful that | wasn’t 
expected to respond to the young woman in any way while she fed me. 
The swelling of my tongue had receded, and | knew that | could speak, 
but | wouldn’t sully her ears with my soulless voice. That she suffered 
my eyes was bad enough. The succubus could do her no worse. 

With the sun well overhead, smoke began billowing in the distance; 
a fire burned at the far end of the village. It was the first sign of any 
activity that I'd noticed in several days. More smoke appeared, blowing 
in from the other end of the village, carrying a rolling heat in our 
direction. Death Valley had returned in all its glory; the smell of 
charring flesh floated past us on the breeze. 

The girl looked confused, uncertain as to her next move. She 
stuffed the spoon back into her pack and made ready to leave. 

“Sit right here,” | finally rasped in desperation. 

My words must have stunned her. She didn’t leave me to die alone. 

Soon, we heard the strange voices of men running through the 
village, saw their torches at work, new fires taking hold. They wore 
foreign uniforms, brown, not the gray of sentinels, as they surrounded 
Vigaila’s dormant lodge. They wore long, thin, silver sabers across 
their backs and were desperate in their efficiency. 

The longhouse quickly became a pyre for all who remained inside. 
The girl beside me collapsed, dead, | hoped, and | thought she had the 
right of it. 


Bar Sinister 
The Kiss of Death 


“You can let go of him now,” said Memeton from up at the bar. 

My position on the floor, pinned beneath Rei-Seeck, left little to be 
desired. I’d been ready to make my move, lacking any real opposition 
when she made her own, taking me to the floor. With her mouth locked 
onto mine and her teeth clamped into my lip, the pain was exquisite, 
endless, volcanic. 

| held her tightly as she held me, and | felt myself sliding away. 
Suddenly, | snapped to the reality of it all and threw her off. 

“Enough,” | commanded, trying to take control of the situation. 

“Are you sure?” she replied, eyeing me with lust. “You seem to be 
ready for more, much more, and I’d go with you.” 

“Where have you been, Memet?” | said, retreating up into my seat 
at the counter, head still spinning. 

“Trying to follow the script,” he answered. “The High Prince is 
enjoying himself immensely this cycle, pushing his pieces everywhere 
across the board, even into places they don’t belong. Without the 
threat of War, Pestilence continues to spread.” 

It smelled like a trap to me. War was always an option. “Who does 
Kasaval’s bidding now? Maltheus must be done for this turn.” 

Memet took a drink before answering, “Prince Kasaval is employing 
all manner of Pestilent Powers this round. Even our friend Sargon has 
been bought.” 

“Then we should expect that fether’s final payment soon, shouldn’t 
we?” | asked. 

“Don’t bet your House on it,” Memet replied. 


Part Two 
Cynan the Black 


Interlude 
The Royal Courier 


As a tandem, the pair of sweating horses crested the hill, and the 
rider looked down a long gentle slope toward the gated frontier city of 
Lockrun. It had been a strong run for the Royal Courier and his team, 
traveling up from the capital of Colivar in under eleven days. After 
breaking camp again before dawn, Yancey John was eager to give his 
backside a rest. His mounts, Rico and Rock, were huffing their 
approval too as they caught wind of their destination a half-mile away. 
The smell of a thousand breakfasts still drifted on the wind. 

The morning’s rays burned through the early autumn haze, and the 
town echoed with the sounds of hammers and saws. Repair crews 
banged away on the walls and the gates, adding new timbers and a 
few stone blocks in their attempt to shore up the city’s outer wall. Not 
since the Eastern raider skirmishes more than ten years ago had 
Yancey seen such earnest activity. In a world where kingdoms were 
most often defined by natural barriers, the work here seemed to be 
more about keeping the residents busy instead of truly improving the 
town’s ability to defend itself. 

Yancey rode upon Rock, a dark gray gelding with a proud gate. 
Rico had the more mundane job this trip, carrying a dozen different 
packs and packages up from Maidenhall and the Duke’s Hold in 
Stonnberg. He would have skipped the stop half-way, but for the 
dispatches that he had to hand-deliver to Duke Ragir. The additional 
parcels he’d picked up there added handsomely to his fee for the fast 
run east. Lockrun had experienced a slowdown in wagon service along 
the northeastern highway, though Yancey couldn’t see a reason for it. 


The ride had been smooth and uneventful, even faster than normal 
with the mild weather. 

A hundred yards from the gate, the rider heard the peal of the 
town’s bell, an urgent ringing that sent everyone around the gate into a 
frenzy. A quick look around revealed nothing, no reason for the sudden 
alarm, but Yancey kicked his mount as he saw the gate begin to close 
ahead of him. The chronic ache in his hips and promise of a warm 
meal whipped up the courier’s will as Rock launched into a gallop with 
Rico in tow. 

“Hold the gate! Hold the gate!” he yelled. “Courier! Courier coming 
in!” 

The men at the gate hesitated as the rider barreled down on them, 
pulling back on the swing of the gate enough to allow the winded 
horses through. 

Reining in the beasts quickly, Rider John avoided adding injury to 
the confusion that was swirling about him. People ran forward, barring 
the gate, climbing the walls, and passing out weapons. The axes and 
long spears looked crude but effective in the hands of the city’s militia. 

“Our pardon, sir, but we’re a bit busy at the moment,” said a plain 
dressed man with a feather in his hat. “The Mayor’s Manor is on the 
square, about six blocks that way if you’re wondering.” 

The militiaman turned and screamed, “The drills OVER! Johnson, | 
told you to NEVER let in anyone after the first bell! Don’t wait, just 
close the fething gate! That turd on the horse could have been a 
demon ready rip your fething skull open, like | am now!” 

Yancey picked up his pace, moving away from the scene, 
wondering about the reference to demons and how bad he must smell 
to spark such concern. 


Chapter 12 


Cat 


Enricata screamed, “Cynan! Cynan! Get up! Get Up! Quick! Get 
Dressed! Can’t you smell it?” 

Cynan Black bolted out of bed, reaching for his axe and shield and 
pants all at the same time. 

“How far? How long do we have?” he exclaimed. 

“For what?” said the girl, suddenly acting puzzled but calm. 

Black dropped his weapons on the floor and gave her his sternest 
look. The fact that he was in his nightclothes did plenty to minimize the 
effect on the energetic girl, an athletic twelve-year-old with the dark 
brown hair and light hazel eyes of her late mother. 

“Cat, what would your father say about you bursting in here? He is 
the lord mayor, after all.” 

“So what? You’re my bodyguard, and my body smells coffee!” 

“Well, your bodyguard is worn out trying to keep you and this town 
out of trouble—,” and it hit him. “Coffee?” 

“Yes.” 

The regular supply lines from the cities on the Colivar coast had cut 
back their routes due to the prior month’s attack on the small city. For 
almost a week, demons of all shapes and sizes had climbed the walls 
and terrorized the town until a Vigil company had arrived to track them 
down and destroy them. The attack was small as incursions go, but it 
was the second on Lockrun this year, and the rest of the Realm 
considered the town cursed. 

The fact that many of the city’s survivors were relocating back west 
toward the more populated regions only made the dark stories spread 


further. Cynan Black had heard many of the gruesome tales as he’d 
traveled up the road from Stonnberg a few weeks earlier. 

As a paladin of the Order of the Vigil, Black had been sent to protect 
Enricata Ramsey, the daughter of the mayor, and take charge of the 
Order’s small detachment of sentinel-adepts that were newly stationed 
here. The individual who gave him his orders, a young, hot-headed 
Vigil named Storm, had ties to Lockrun and Enricata in particular. He 
made Cynan’s priorities crystal clear. If the gates of Hell opened 
outside, he would protect Cat first and the city second. 

What Vigil Storm hadn’t made clear to him was why the frontier city 
of Lockrun was a target in the first place, and Cynan Black was 
beginning to have his suspicions. Storm had also failed to mention 
anything in detail about the girl or why she was important. 

A fortnight after he’d arrived in Lockrun, a full week of blood- 
curdling nightmares began for Miss Ramsey, keeping the whole house 
awake throughout the darkest hours of the night. Cynan feared for the 
girl’s life as the sleepless nights and raging blackouts took their toll on 
her physical health. He’d never seen anything like it. 

Cynan was old in his experience fighting the Dark Hordes that 
plagued the land. Almost thrice Cat’s age, she reminded him of the 
twin sister he had lost twenty years earlier to a night-demon. The 
Mayor of Lockrun and the town doctor had both been at a complete 
loss over a remedy to Cat’s situation. They even sent a request for the 
help of an inquisitor from the Order in Berykholt. 

Cynan did what he knew best. In the early hours of the morning, he 
held the girl, rocking her slowly as she talked her way through the 
visions and nightmares that she experienced whenever she shut her 
eyes. A leopard-spotted scorpion poured an unstoppable blackness 
upon the land, spreading its disease to all within its reach, obliterating 
souls, and creating even more demons to ravage Colivar. It seemed 
that her sponsor and protector, Vigil Ara Storm, had gotten himself in 
way over his head in his bid to defend the King’s City of Maidenhall. 

Cat had been beside herself, and the tears of terror and worry that 
she shed that week had soaked into Cynan’s skin. He had tried to 
force a normalcy on their lives, always sitting down for breakfast 
together as the sun rose and drinking copious amounts of coffee to get 


them through the ensuing day. He forced her to exercise and train in 
hopes that it would distract her from the dark thoughts loosed upon her 
mind. As fortune would have it, the nightmares suddenly ended on the 
same day that the mayor’s coffee supply ran out. Cynan Black was 
always lucky that way, scraping by on a thread, surviving for another 
day. Now, Cat was lucky too. 

“| will give you an extra two miles of running if you don’t wait for 
me,” he said half-seriously. 

Cat seemed to consider this for a moment. “Mister Black, I’m giving 
you ten minutes to get dressed. I'll be waiting outside.” 

He was ready in five. 


Chapter 13 


Breakfast at Ramsey’s 


The coffee was hot and as fresh as it gets in Lockrun. Mayor Gerald 
Ramsey sat at the head of the dining table, sipping his first cup as Cat 
and Cynan sat down across from a stranger in a strange uniform. 

“Yancey John, Royal Courier Service,” said the man, still tired and 
dirty from the road. “I just arrived, and the lord mayor was kind enough 
to offer me breakfast.” 

“So, you’re my hero,” said Cat. “How much coffee did you bring us?” 

“Rico could only tote twenty pounds with all the other parcels he 
had to carry.” 

“That should get us through the week,” said Cynan, examining his 
half-empty cup. 

“Cynan, I’m not sure I'll be thanking you for getting my daughter 
hooked on the favorite part of my day. | was lucky to get a coffee order 
into Stonnberg with my last set of dispatches to the duke.” 

“Anything else arrive?” said Cat. She was always looking for news 
from her friend, Ara Storm. 

“Well, having finished my cup, | seem to remember some things 
were delivered for you and Cynan.” 

Lord Ramsey reached under the table and slid a small, soft, paper- 
wrapped parcel to his daughter. ‘FROM ARA’ was written on the label 
next to Cat’s name. Black’s curiosity peaked, knowing this gift would 
have to be good. 

Cat tore open the package and unrolled an exotic dagger sheath, 
made of leopard-spotted leather. It still held a hint of sulfur and death. 
To Cynan, it explained a lot. Vigil Storm had prevailed after all, in his 


urban crusade against Hell. 

Miss Ramsey took that moment to break down in tears as she also 
recognized the original source of her gift. The exotic leather, soft and 
practical, was once the spotted hide of a Black-breathing apocalypse 
that had existed beneath Maidenhall. 

Cynan looked at Gerald Ramsey and the man’s sudden confusion 
at his daughter's reaction. The message had been for Cat alone, but 
Cynan took it to heart. He would be visiting the town’s blacksmith later 
today. 

A short note was included for Cat, its message for her eyes only. 
She seemed to steady herself after reading it. 

"And for Mister Black,” said the mayor. “Though | truly hope you 
don’t have the same reaction as my daughter.” 

Ramsey reached again under the table but looked to Cynan for a bit 
of help. Black pulled out a long leather satchel, heavy and over four 
feet long. It held a weapon. That, Cynan knew without opening it. He 
could smell it. He had smelled that scent twice before, and he still had 
nightmares when reminded of those pivotal battles. 

Demonic hordes were always commanded by Hell-knights. The 
lesser demons were a chaotic mass of destruction that needed to be 
marshaled as they crossed through the Veil into Cynan’s world. The 
alpha knights would hold them in place until the Horde had fully 
crossed over and push the legion in a suitable direction once it was 
fully assembled. During battles, the Hell-knights would direct the attack 
and control the morale of their chaotic minions. 

The surest way to weaken a horde and win a pitched battle against 
an Infernal army was to kill the Hell-knights leading them. After 
centuries of fighting demons in defense of Colivar, the Order had 
invented the post of paladin to do exactly that. The fiercest and most 
heavily armed and armored, sentinel-paladins were put on the field to 
kill the Infernal generals. Unfortunately, the Hordes never made it 
easy, with the Hell-knights always leading from the rear of any 
formation. 

Untying the plain leather straps, Cynan slid out another exotic 
sheath, matching the pattern of Cat’s. It covered an impossibility. The 
sword was pristine in shimmering black, four feet of almost 


unstoppable death. The handle was wrapped in dark leather, stained 
with a mixture of old blood, and a small tag on the pommel read Chale. 

It’s a name, thought Cynan. 

Cat reached across to touch the handle. 

“It's some of Ara’s Kjaira skin wrapping the grip.” She explained. 
“He wrapped it around his leg to keep himself alive after he’d slain the 
night-demon. He was five miles north of Lockrun and had to limp home 
in the dark.” 

“Uphill the whole way, too, | bet,” replied Paladin Black. 

Cat showed him her tongue, followed by the matching blood-stained 
leather strap that held her fang necklace in place. 

The blood of a vigil, a relic in the making, thought Cynan, or 
perhaps a subtle jab, or an inside joke, or maybe, it was all a warning. 

He smiled, remembering that Ara Storm had cured him of the Black 
by stabbing him through his left hand with a Kjaira fang dagger, the 
fang a twin of Cat’s. He would be visiting the blacksmith today and 
starting a new phase of training for Cat. 

Cat noticed his good mood. “Oh, thank the Divine,” she spoke to the 
courier. “Uncle Cynan is known to get so blubbery at times.” 

The dusty man went with it, nodding knowingly, backing her jest. 

Cat blew her nose on a napkin. “Now, where’s that coffee?” 


Chapter 14 
Training grounds 


Pastor Riley had retained his post as marshal of the local militia 
even after the mayor had chosen a new town bailiff. Regular training 
and musters were interspersed with the militia crews working on the 
strength of the walls and gates. This constructive exercise built 
teamwork and familiarity with each section of the wall that would need 
defending if ever another host of demons arrived. 

The twenty-foot-high timber walls were being covered with a thin 
mortar coating in the hope of making them less easy to climb, or, 
starting with the gates, being reinforced by stone blocks carted in from 
the foothills of the Everest Range to the north. Duke Ragir had 
decreed the funds to bolster the town's defenses, and the walls were a 
start in that effort. 

Upon his arrival in Lockrun, Paladin Black had taken charge of the 
newly installed platoon of sentinel-adepts, training them daily right 
alongside Cat. He didn’t allow her to participate in any weapons or 
combat drills, but he pushed her to build her strength, quickness, and 
stamina. He blindfolded her and made her run a makeshift obstacle 
course to bolster her memory, agility, and confidence. On her many 
sleepless nights, Cynan ran her through it in the dark, hoping to train 
up her night-vision. 

The twenty sentinel-adepts practiced on it too and often found 
themselves eating the dust of the twelve-year-old girl. They were toting 
an axe and a heavy shield along with a full kit of leather and chainmail 
armor, while Cat went through it unencumbered. After their daily 
training sessions, the sentinels were handed off to Pastor Riley to help 


train the local militiamen, which were newly equipped with Order-style 
dual-headed axes. With the sentinel-adept’s guidance, self-injuries to 
the town’s militia had been significantly reduced. 

With the arrival of the gifts from Vigil Storm, Black had new plans for 
the day. Corey Smithson was covered in smoke and sweat as they 
arrived at the blacksmith that afternoon. 

Corey participated in the militia drills when his father allowed, but 
business at the forge had been demanding of late. “Cat, how’s 
everything? | hear you’re training with the sentinels.” 

“Cynan doesn’t let me swing an axe, if that’s what you’re wondering, 
but it looks like | get to have a weapon now, anyway.” She pulled out 
her new sheath and showed him how it fit her fang perfectly. 

“We could fit a handle, tang, and a small guard to that. It would give 
you a light, effective dagger, and you could still hang it around your 
neck with the new sheath.” 

“Ara wears his low behind his back. He says it makes it easier for 
him to get it when he needs it.” 

“Sounds good. We can give you a couple of different length tethers 
for that beautiful sheath, so you'll have your choice. And how is Ara? 
Any news?” 

“He says that he’s already got an aunt for me in Maidenhall and that 
| must come to meet her sometime.” 

“How did he get you an aunt?” the young smith asked. 

“Probably stabbed her or something, like he did with Uncle Cynan 
here.” 

“Paladin Black, forgive me for asking, but did Ara truly stab you?” 

“You mean Vigil Storm, and yes, he did.” Black held out his hand. It 
had been punctured back to front, all the way through. 

Corey nodded, deciding not to delve any further into the fresh scar. 

### 

As fall progressed into winter and spring, Cat came to appreciate 
the sheath across her back. Every other day, Cynan would take her 
down to the town’s butcher. He had started her out on dead pigs. Draw 
and strike, draw and strike, until her right arm was about to fall off. 
Then he’d swap the dagger sheath to her left side, and she’d do the 
same again until her left arm was done. Fresh meat was far tougher 


than cooked, and getting used to the sight of raw blood was a 
challenge for the girl. 

After several weeks on pigs, she graduated to wild boars, whose 
skin was thicker and hairier. The dead animals didn’t complain and 
allowed Cynan Black to point out the best striking points on the body. 
Cat practiced hitting each, getting a feel for the hardness or thickness 
of the target area and the ease of making a good strike. Sometimes 
Cynan put the bodies to spinning or swaying as they hung by a hook in 
the butcher's warehouse, giving her more of a challenge as he called 
out specific targets. 

Draw and strike, draw and strike. Hitting eyes was the hardest but 
had the best chance of a kill. Stomachs were easy but also the 
messiest. Temples and necks were also common targets for fast 
results. 

She was by no means a natural, but that didn’t matter with the 
months of monotonous training. At the end of the winter, she practiced 
on frozen carcasses and could punch through just about anything 
without a second thought. 

After each dagger session, if the weather permitted, they traded 
buckets of water from the trough behind the butchers, rinsing away the 
blood and most of the smell before returning home. Then, Cat worked 
on her studies while Cynan Black worked on his sword. 

Chale was a beast, four feet of sharp, unforgiving momentum to be 
applied to whatever dark thing raised its head near Lockrun. Cynan 
owned a fine, double-bladed heavy axe that paired well with his shield, 
and he had no qualms wielding them in a melee, blocking and hacking 
through the press of lesser demons. Still, the dark longsword offered a 
different, nastier, two-handed option. Its greater length and unnaturally 
sharp blade offered him a better reach and the chance to keep most 
demons at bay if he was quick enough. 

Acquiring sparring partners was a challenge for Black. No one 
wanted to block the hellsword or risk dodging it and failing. The 
sentinels each took a turn once a week with a heavily reinforced 
shield, trying to remain standing after a strike. It was good practice for 
them to experience such force, the closest thing that they’d feel to the 
strength and speed of an alpha demon’s attack. 


The pearlescent black blade seemed impervious to nicks as it 
collided with the steel covered shields. It shouldn't exist, not in their 
world, not without a Hell-knight present to sustain it. Every fiend that 
he’d killed or seen killed had rapidly disintegrated along with its 
weapons and armor, the essence of evil fading on its way back to Hell. 

Paladin Black resorted to practicing one-handed and two-handed 
forms for hours on end, building the muscle to move the long blade 
fast enough to be effective and honing his balance with the weapon 
through constant movement. The Hell-knights normally wielded their 
blades with two hands, relying on their heavy armor to defend any 
strikes that they couldn’t block. Cynan didn’t doubt that a single 
accurate strike with the weapon would put any Hell-knight down for 
good, but he intended to be quick enough to fight the faster, lesser 
devils of the Horde as well. With Chale, he intended to be the beast. 


Chapter 15 
Night Stalker 


The winter had been plenty quiet in the northeastern hills, and 
Paladin Black wondered if any demonic activity would resume around 
Lockrun as spring arrived. He’d canceled further butcher lessons for 
Cat and began taking her on daily patrols. She seemed to have a good 
eye for the terrain and a good idea of where they should ride each day. 
As a mild northern spring warmed the landscape, they enjoyed the lack 
of any signs of trouble, the long rides giving them plenty of time in the 
saddle and fresh air. 

Cynan rarely questioned the wisdom of a vigil, but the tranquil 
posting on the northeast corner of the Realm looked like a waste of his 
skills. When another, longer bout of the night terrors returned for Cat, 
he felt powerless to help her or heal her in any way. The mayor’s 
coffee supply ran out several times that long, torturous spring month, 
even with the wagon trains running more regularly up from the coast. 

Cat pointed him southward toward the far Shetland River and the 
jungles and swamps in the lowlands beyond it. Cynan took to scouting 
farther and farther in that direction, but he always came up empty. The 
river and Emperor Falls to the southeast were a good two-day ride 
from Lockrun, and he didn’t have the heart to leave Cat alone 
overnight, whether there was coffee or not. 

A previous demonic incursion had draped a pall of negative energy 
over the small city weeks before that horde had drawn near. Now, 
Lockrun seemed to be running and feeling fine, leaving Cynan puzzled 
about Cat’s prediction. Pastor Riley held his finger to the pulse of the 
citizens and confirmed that everything seemed normal. 


After weeks of growing distress, the mayor considered sending his 
daughter to Stonnberg to see the duke’s personal doctor. Cynan was 
beginning to suspect that the stress of last year’s attacks and the 
constant training and vigilance against a future encounter were hurting 
the girl, driving her mad. A quiet night finally arrived, confirming the 
worst of his fears. 

“Cy! Cy! Get up!” Cat yelled as she pounded on his bedroom door. 

“OK, OK, did the shipment of coffee finally arrive this morning?” 
Sleep-deprived and edgy, Cynan stumbled out of bed and opened the 
door. 

His first decent night sleep in a month had been interrupted by a girl 
with red-rimmed eyes. 

“Not coffee,” she said. “Ara! Ara was here last night!” 

“What? Where is he now?” 

The arrival of Vigil Storm unannounced might be what the girl 
needed. Divine knows the rest of the mayor’s household was at their 
wit’s end. 

“| don’t know, but he was here, | know that. | felt him stalking 
through the town last night.” 

Feth. 

That’s all Cy could think until he could confirm the Vigil's presence 
somewhere in Lockrun. It made no sense for Vigil Storm to show up 
and not present himself immediately to the lord mayor and his 
daughter. 

“Let’s go find your father,” he finally offered. “Give me a minute to 
get dressed.” 

His faith was withering to sadness at the sight of the waning young 
woman. Her thirteenth birthday wasn’t far away, and the vitality of her 
youth was already being destroyed. Outside, another fething drill rang 
out, calling the militia and the sentinels to readiness. If it were a real 
threat, the mayor would already have been notified. 

Cynan and Cat found Mayor Ramsey in a heated discussion with 
the head of the town’s militia. 

“Besides the unconfirmed sightings, what did you find?” Ramsey 
sounded flustered. “We can’t keep the gates closed all day if there’s 
nothing to report.” 


“Nothing in the town,” said Pastor Riley. “But perhaps something for 
Paladin Black to see.” 

Cynan trusted Riley, the rock of the town’s morale. “What’s going 
on?” 

“We've had reports of a night-demon in Lockrun. You’ve seen Cat’s 
dagger, so you know what I’m talking about,” Riley replied. 

The word ‘night-demon’ echoed in Cynan’s head, freezing his 
thoughts. Feth. Where was the Black to dull your soul when you 
needed it? 

Paladin Black stood motionless, stunned at the report. He’d long 
carried the memory of a night-stalker and always would. The demon 
was also known as a shadow-cat or a death-demon, and it was here 
for Cat, he was sure. 

Cat cried, “Cy! Stop it! What’s wrong?” 

“What? What’s wrong?” He shook himself loose of his baleful 
thoughts. 

“Pastor Riley needs you to check on something. Let’s go together.” 

“No, I'll go with the Pastor. Just let me get my sword.” 

### 

A sentinel-adept waited on the service ledge atop the heavy timber 
curtain wall that protected the entire city of Lockrun. “Sentinel Brooks, 
sir. | was on duty last night, walking the southern wall.” 

“What did you see?” Riley seemed plenty calm. 

“A shadow, a large black shadow, sliding across the wall.” 

“And what did you hear?” said Black. 

“Well, almost nothing. Just some scraping sounds, and then a black 
blur shot across my path and was gone into the town before I’d even 
had a chance to think.” 

Black explained away the sighting, “Shadows sometimes play tricks 
on the mind. The moon was out, almost full, and clouds were moving 
in from the West last night.” 

“Yes, Sir, but clouds don’t leave those,” Brooks pointed at the 
outside of the wall. 

Cynan leaned over the wall. For the last ten feet below the top of 
the wall, sizable claw marks were easily seen, gouging through the 
mortar and the wood underneath. 


Oh, Feth. 

“| need to return to the mayor’s house,” he said as the town bell 
rang out yet again. “Find out what’s going on with that alarm and report 
to me there.” 

A good, restful night was rapidly turning into a nightmare. He ran 
back to the mayor’s, regretting that he left the girl alone for even a 
second. 

A militiaman was waiting for Black at the mayor’s front door. 
“There’s a demon trying to breach the eastern gate! | don’t know if we 
can hold it off!” 

The town around him was beginning to panic, and his own edgy 
state didn’t help. Cynan took a deep breath. “Show me,” he said. 

A few minutes later, as they neared the reinforced portal, he noted 
the militia on the walls above and a dozen sentinel-adepts in a line ten 
yards back from the wall. An unintelligible screaming and pounding 
could be heard outside, shaking the heavy timbers of the gate. 

Cynan climbed up a ladder and peered over the edge of the timber 
topped wall. The creature below stood hideous and loud; its utterances 
thrashed with inhuman disregard at everyone inside the wall. 

“Open the fething gate, now!” Black yelled, shocking everyone 
present. “Demons don’t ride horses!” 

By the time he’d reached the ground, the gate had opened wide 
enough to admit the belligerent traveler and his horse. 

“Hold your position!” he ordered the sentinels. “Wait until the gate is 
fully closed and locked.” 

They obeyed, never taking their wary eyes off the unexpected 
intruder. 

The visitor howled in disgust, “Who the feth is in charge of this cow 
pie of a burg? The fething Horde is on its way, and you leave me 
standing outside like a one-eared jackrabbit. Feth it all!” 

He was a man of considerable size, bearded and hale, except for 
the mass of burn scars that covered his face. The beard could only 
hide some of the damage, and it would never grow back in several 
patches of deeply ruined skin. The hilt of his sword peered over his left 
shoulder—its grip made of a spotted-leather. 

Black approached, saying “And who the feth are you, stranger?” 


The man bellowed, “Strange but not a stranger, Cynan the Fething 
Black! | should have figured it was you guarding this Divine forsaken 
roost.” 

Stunned by the man’s familiar words, Cynan was slow to react as 
the other man drew his sword and pointed it at him. 

“Ber’yl says you're yellow, hiding behind these walls!” the fellow 
cackled. “But she tells me the fun is on its way.” 

“Grey?” said Cynan. “Walker the Grey?” 

“Who the feth else would it be, coming all the way over here to save 
your ass? Huh? And it’s only ‘Walker Grey’ to you. Get it right.” 

The day was already beyond weird, and this had put it over the 
edge. Maybe he had been enjoying the quiet life a bit too long, but 
again, it didn’t look like the unfettered life of Walker Grey had been any 
better. In fact, Grey’s path looked significantly worse in terms of both 
wear and tear on the man’s body and mind. 

Walker Jackson Grey was a paladin who had gotten tired of waiting 
around for orders and decided to go looking for Infernal corruption 
throughout the Realm. He called himself a Walker to differentiate 
himself from all the rest of his paladin brothers, and the name fit. 

“What the Hell happened to you?” 

“Exactly. Hell happened,” said Grey. “That's why I’m here.” 

“How was the cemetery? Quiet and cool, | bet, until they dug you 
back up,” Black replied. 

“Well, | must admit, with one mirror between us, the glass would 
favor you, but | can see that the Vigil was right to dig us both up for 
what’s coming this way.” 

“From the South, | bet,” said Cynan, knowing that the day had only 
one direction to it now. 


Chapter 16 
Vigil’s ghost 


“Nice sword. Where’d you get it?” said Black as he walked with 
Grey toward the town square. 

The Grey Walker's weapon matched the scent and texture of his 
own, though Grey’s was a foot shorter and an inch wider than Chale. It 
was the perfect sword for a paladin that was used to swinging a heavy 
axe. In a way, Cynan was envious of the fit but didn’t regret his hard 
work adapting to the longsword on his back. Its extra reach gave him 
an advantage that Grey would be hard-pressed to match. 

“| traded my axe and my life for it,” Grey replied. “Ber’y/ Keeps me 
company wherever | go.” 

“And the glove? Why are you wearing one glove? Is that part of a 
Walker’s uniform?” Cynan chuckled. 

“| can see that | better show you, so you know that we're even, 
Black.” Pulling off his leather glove, Grey held up his hand, pierced and 
newly scarred all the way through. 

Black recognized the sister of his own. “Dark times behind us,” he 
replied. “That kid can work some soul magic, can’t he?” 

“Damn right. Too bad he’s gone,” said Grey. 

Black halted, his wind having left him. 

“You hadn’t heard, had you, being way up here? | guess no one 
would have thought to tell you. Vigil Ara Storm went missing in action 
over a month ago during the Dungarr campaign. No one has seen or 
heard from him since, and everyone assumes the worst.” 

Black was stunned at Grey’s words. “What do you think?” 

“| would never bet against Vigil Storm and his dedication, but his 


company is a complete wreck, scrambling to find him and trying to hold 
things together until they do.” 

“Storm was always diving into waters well over his head, but | 
wouldn’t want to bet against him either,” said Black. 

And the thought hit him—Cynan knew the answer to one of the 
day’s mysteries. It was a ghost. Cat had seen Ara’s ghost last night in 
her dreams, and it would break her heart. 

Feth. How am | going to tell Cat? And how could a ghost tear up a 
wall? 

“Grey, | need to show you something.” 

### 

“We’ve come for the girl, your daughter, Lord Mayor,” said Inquisitor 
Loeb. He was Vigil Snow’s inquisitor. With his clear sight ability, Loeb 
had been the one to confirm Ara Storm’s talent for demon-slaying the 
prior year. 

A squad of sentinels on horseback waited outside in the square as 
his escort. 

“You haven't the right to take her,” Mayor Ramsey replied. “I was 
promised by Vigil Storm.” 

“Vigil Snow has decreed otherwise. We're sorry to have to do this, 
but we must. It’s for her own safety.” 

“What's that supposed to mean? She is well guarded here. 
Exceptionally so. Where’s Vigil Storm?” 

“Gone,” said Loeb. “Lost in the Eastern Campaign.” 

“Lost?” the mayor sat down in disbelief. 

Cat walked in escorted by Cynan and Walker Grey. 

“Cat, Master Loeb here says that Ara has been lost. He wants to 
take you with him to Berykholt.” 

Cat shook her head. “Ara was here last night. | saw him.” 

Loeb could see it in her voice. She wasn't lying, only confused. He 
had his orders, and they were clear. 

In her heart and mind, Cat knew that the inquisitor was wrong about 
Ara. He had to be. She would never forgive her best friend otherwise. 

“You can’t take her,” said Cynan Black. “She belongs with Company 
Storm.” 

“Cynan Black and Walker Grey, what a surprise. You are both 


looking well,” Loeb avoided any mention of Walker Grey’s appearance. 
“But you're wrong. A company without a vigil is no longer a company. 
Those badges that you wear are meaningless.” 

Black wasn’t easily brushed aside. “Why isn’t Cat safe here? As the 
mayor says, she is well guarded.” 

“She will be safer under Lord Snow’s protection in Berykholt. He 
even has a daughter, Meryna, only a couple years older than 
Enricata.” 

“Until my orders are officially rescinded, | can’t leave her side. There 
are sightings of a horde circling up from the southeast, headed this 
way. We can’t leave Lockrun unprotected.” 

“How far out?” Loeb asked in surprise. 

Snow had failed to mention anything regarding this dire of a 
situation. 

“A few days, maybe a week. Walker Grey was tracking the group. It 
had been moving erratically but seems to be heading straight for us.” 

“How big?” 

“A menagerie of at least fifty with two Hell-knights. Plenty enough to 
destroy this town without the Order’s help,” Grey replied. 

The term ‘menagerie’ was common enough with the Order’s 
veterans. It denoted the variety of lesser demonic entities that could be 
found within any horde. The twisted forms normally took the shape of 
half-man, half-beast of some sort, be it wolf, raptor, lizard, mantis, or a 
plague of other choices. Each had its strengths and weaknesses. Their 
diversity greatly taxed the Order's ability to respond in a wholly 
effective manner. 

“It’s larger than that,” Cat whispered. She didn’t explain how she 
knew. “At least sixty of the fiends by now.” 

Loeb’s suspicions were confirmed. “It would seem that you two, 
being paladins, are well-placed to deal with this horde. A Hell-knight or 
two between the two of you should be a suitable task. As Lord Snow 
has given me authority over all sentinel resources in Lockrun, | order 
you two to stay here and defend the town.” 

“Lockrun is still smelling of corruption from the last incursion, and it 
isn’t garrisoned to hold off a horde, even a smaller one. You know that, 
Inquisitor Loeb.” 


“| do, but | also have my orders from Snow. Those come first.” 

Cynan Black understood orders like that, Vigil’s orders. He had 
them himself. 

Cat, having heard of the loss of her best friend and the impending 
separation from her father and her uncle Cynan, did the only thing that 
she could. She fainted. 


Chapter 17 


Cat in Exile 


“Cat! Cat! Wake up!” yelled Cynan, pounding on her door. 

The last thing she wanted was to be awake. She wanted to sleep 
until the nightmare was over. The light of dawn hadn't even arrived for 
Divine sake, but her Uncle Cy was persistent. She could respect that. 
He’d better have coffee waiting. 

“OK, I’m up,” she said, finally opening the door. 

Paladin Black barged in, grabbed her backpack, and started 
packing things. He’d brought his travel satchel to augment hers. 
“Hurry, get dressed. You have a ride to make. Might be some demons 
to the west that need sorting out.” 

“How far are we riding? And why this early?” 

“Do you have a hat?” he replied. 

### 

The pair of horses continued their steady trot west along the duke’s 
roadway. It was a packed wagon track with some crushed granite 
mixed in to help it stay solid enough during the wetter months. 

Two days. Grey had two days to ride out and back to Lockrun. He 
hoped that the dismal Doctor Loeb would be long gone by the time he 
returned, or he might gut the man. He was glad that Cynan was 
holding down the fort in the face of the inquisitor, even if it also meant 
that Grey would be returning empty-handed. 

Cat rode beside him, with her hair neatly tucked up under a wool 
cap, her adolescent body hidden with well-made but loose-fitting 
clothes. Her horse, a dark-gray gelding, was the best her father’s 
stables could offer, not that the lord mayor would be pleased when he 


found both the horse and his daughter gone. Walker Grey hoped the 
fine animal wouldn't draw too much attention to the girl. 

They reached the cut-off, veering left down into the Shetland River 
Valley instead of keeping west with the duke’s highway toward 
Stonnberg. If Vigil Snow made an official decree, it would be up to the 
duke and his men to help enforce it. The girl was on familiar ground, 
having visited Shetland Ford many times during the hot summer 
months of her youth. Beyond them, though, was new territory for Cat. 

The two riders turned into the woods before it got too dark, still a 
day’s ride from the river. Cat pointed out a well-used campground, 
which Walker avoided. He found a small clearing behind a hill and lit a 
small campfire for warmth. In the morning, she’d be heading southwest 
while he hightailed it back to Lockrun, hoping to get back there ahead 
of the mass of demons that were coming out of the southeast. 

She showed him her dagger, the only thing that she carried for 
protection, and he remarked on how its fang matched Ara’s own. She 
was Close to tears as she put it away. 

“Ara named his ‘Sorrow,” he said. “Told me it had a twin, hidden 
away in Lockrun. He said if | ever found it, | was duty-bound to give my 
life to help the owner.” 

“That sounds like Ara, always overprotective of those around him 
without having enough sense to take good care of himself.” 

“What will you name yours,” Grey asked as they ate their dinner by 
the light of the moon. 

“Sorrow. It seems a fitting name. Poetic even,” she replied, unable 
to eat anything more. 

### 

As dawn appeared, Grey knew he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave 
her so soon and so far from anywhere. Getting her over the ford and 
into the more safely populated heartland would be best, and maybe 
he’d find an inn for her to rest or catch a coach. It would be an 
appreciably safer start to her escape. In the distance, he heard the 
growl of a mountain lion, and that sealed the deal in his mind. 

By the following evening, they had cleared the Shetland River and 
found a farmstead willing to let them sleep in the barn. The long day in 
the saddle had given Cat plenty of time to grieve and to think about her 


path forward, leaving her more worried about her father and Lockrun 
than herself. The demon horde was still moving, positioned to the 
northeast of her hayloft, maybe a two-day march from Lockrun. They 
were closer to her home than she was. 

“You’ve got two days to get back,” she prodded Grey. “I think you 
can make it in time. Don’t leave my Uncle Cynan there alone. And my 
dad. I’m counting on you.” 

“Two days? I'll make it. Ber’y/ would never forgive me for missing 
that fight.” 

“You make it, and you become my second Uncle, flat out,” she 
offered. 

“I can see that you’re Ara’s kindred soul. What’s your aunt’s name?” 

“Laila. Laila Storm.” 

“Great. Stay on this county road as you cross the duke’s road later 
today, in three days, maybe less, you should reach the King’s highway, 
maybe three or four days north of Maidenhall. Take it south to the 
capital. It's the safest, most direct route and should keep you well 
ahead of any pursuit from the Order. Wear your Storm pin once you 
get near Maidenhall and head for the Garden in the Lower Districts. It 
doesn’t smell like a garden, but you'll find an inn there called the Lucky 
Star. With any luck, someone that knows our company will notice the 
Storm Company symbol and be able to help you find your aunt.” 


Chapter 18 
The Siege of Black 


Head starts can make all the difference, or so Cynan hoped. Walker 
Gray hadn’t returned the following night as expected, and Cynan didn’t 
know whether to curse him or bless him. While Inquisitor Loeb was 
furious at the disappearance of Walker Grey and Cat, Mayor Ramsey 
was distraught, unsure of what had happened, and still in shock that 
his daughter could have ridden away without saying good-bye. 

Cynan had stalled Snow’s agent until early afternoon by stating that 
the pair were out looking for signs of the Horde before finally admitting 
that he didn’t know when they’d be back, if ever. Not one to waste his 
breath or his time, Cornelius Loeb gathered his escort and galloped 
west toward Stonnberg in pursuit. 

Free of distraction, Cynan prepared for the defense of the city. He 
knew the demons would be coming in from the south and that despite 
the militia’s best efforts, the walls would be scalable by any demons 
with claws, which as far as he knew was all of them. 

The Hell-kind would attack in the night, leaving the defenders blind 
and confused as a black wave of chaos hit the city, but whatever 
happened, the paladin preferred to fight them as they came over the 
walls. It would give his sentinel-adepts and their axes the best chance 
of getting in the first strike. The militia would have to cover the walls as 
well, if only to raise the alarm. He’d leave many of them to defend the 
church and the mayor's mansion, which would be packed with the 
most vulnerable townspeople. 

Cynan patrolled the southern wall during the night, walking past 
alert adepts and a few nervous militiamen. The town was locked down, 


and every able-bodied man or woman wielded a weapon, usually an 
axe or spear, in defense of their home. If the Hellspawn breached the 
wall en masse, there would be little the poorly skilled militia could do to 
drive them off, but Black kept that to himself, not wanting to shatter the 
city’s waning morale. 

At dawn, Cynan rode out of the eastern gate and circled to the 
south. Hills and wooded areas formed a broken perimeter and 
hindered his view, but the sounds of late spring were telling enough. 
The wildlife in the area had already fled, leaving only the wind and the 
step of his horse to keep him company. 

Cynan carried the comforting presence of the black sword across 
his back, and a heavy axe and shield were buckled to his roan, just in 
case, but by full sunup, he’d found nothing. Returning to Lockrun, he 
called a shift change on the walls and went to bed. Most of his 
sentinels did the same, being kept fresh for the darkest hours. 

Sleep was slow to come as Cynan puzzled over the night-demon 
sighting and what it meant. No attacks or additional sightings had been 
reported since that night, and he’d even rechecked the claw marks on 
the outer wall to be sure it wasn’t all a hallucination. It wasn’t, and he 
was glad to have gotten Cat away for that reason alone. To lose her to 
a night-demon would destroy him for good. 

When he was eleven, his entire family had been murdered by such 
a creature, a night-stalker, a shadow-cat, a death-demon. The names 
were used to scare young children into behaving, but on one dark 
summer night, they’d all become real. The monster had killed his twin 
sister Katie as Cynan hung helplessly from high in the rafters of their 
barn. He never saw it clearly, only picking up a scuff, a scrape, or a 
shadow as it struck, and its sinister laugh forever haunted his dreams. 

The scars of that encounter had drawn him to the Order of the Vigil 
and drove him to become the beast that ruled his dreams. He still 
carried a raging grief from that dark night and would for the rest of his 
life, making his soul ever vulnerable to the Black. The Infernal curse 
had been killing him slowly until Vigil Ara Storm had shown up and 
stabbed him with the fang of a Kjaira. The imbued relic of a 
vanquished shadow-cat had eaten the corruption that coated his soul 
and freed him from its prison. 


Feth it, and now, according to Inquisitor Loeb, Ara Storm was gone. 
The brash bastard couldn’t walk into that many lives and suddenly 
duck out without warning. Cynan felt grief anew and spun it forward 
into anger against the fiends that had killed his Vigil and his sister 
Katie. Hell had destroyed the childhood of his ward, Enricata Ramsey, 
as it had ended the childhood of young Cynan Brown more than twenty 
years earlier. 

### 

Another night passed, providing the first hard evidence of the city’s 
impending doom. Deep past midnight, a Hell-beast, a twisted mix of 
hawk and man, leaped high upon the southern wall and was over it 
before the closest sentry could react. The demon’s claws clamped 
onto the militiaman, and its beak bit clean through the man’s neck. 
Gulping down chunks of flesh, the demonic raptor shrieked into the 
night above the city and tore into the hearts and minds of the 
townspeople that heard it. Its dark cry of victory was short-lived as the 
axes of two nearby sentinels hit it from either side, shearing its talons 
and removing its head, but the destruction of the town’s morale had 
begun. By dawn, a pall of negative energy had washed over the walls, 
adding to the city’s despair. 

Cynan’s ride that morning had two goals. The first was to scout the 
enemy, trying to get a final picture of the Horde’s location and size. 
The demons would be sluggish and unlikely to attack him in broad 
daylight if he kept his distance. The first demon to hit the walls last 
night was purely a tactic of terror, spreading fear and lighting up the 
city with a beacon of morbid energy for the rest of the Horde to follow. 
There would be no siege. The demons would simply charge the walls 
as one chaotic mass sometime after full dark driven by their Hell- 
knights’ command. Knowing that, the paladin figured that they couldn’t 
be far. 

His second goal, as important as the first, was to challenge one of 
the knights. Considering the risk, it made little tactical sense, but in his 
mind, his sword craved the violent act of war as much as an addict 
craves his next hit. Since his curing from the Black, Cynan hadn’t 
acted in anger against anything and felt the need to re-engage with his 
life’s calling before the final battle began. He needed to know that he 


still harbored the intensity and the unbridled fury necessary to face the 
Enemy with Chale in his grasp. 

A mile south of the city, Cynan found the Horde. Well-hidden from 
view, the mass of demons had settled into a deep, dry gully, pushing 
forth the pall of black energy that was already being felt behind the 
walls of Lockrun. Stopping on a small rise to count and examine the 
menagerie from afar, Cynan spotted the Hell-knights, two of them, 
standing like statues in the middle of the cluster. Near sixty by his 
count, the lesser demons milled slowly about, ignoring the paladin’s 
arrival. This lack of aggression allowed Cynan the time to notice a 
man, small in stature with a tattooed face, dressed in the garb of an 
eastern heretic and sitting quietly beside the huge Hell-knights. 

The sight of the heretic, a traitor to the human races, unleashed the 
beast in his heart. Cynan tied his mount to the nearest tree and 
dismounted. Walking a short distance down the hill, he halted and 
screamed out at the whole host in a challenge. 

The small man seemed slow in considering a response as he 
studied Cynan Black. The man leaned closer to the Hell-knight 
standing beside him as if conversing with the Infernal being. Paladin 
Black drew his longsword and pointed at the Hell-knight. 

“You've got two!” he yelled down the hill. “Send me one, you 
tattooed little chicken-fether!” 

He wasn’t sure if a translation was needed, but he got the reaction 
he wanted. The Hell-knight nearest the heretic looked up and 
unsheathed his sword. Chale vibrated in Cynan’s hand, as light as a 
whip in his mind. He took a few deep breaths and began to memorize 
the nearby scents. He could smell the sweat of his horse behind him, 
giving him a beacon for home if he needed it. The Horde sitting below 
reeked of sulfur and rot. If their scent grew too strong, he would know it 
was time to run. His eyes never left the dark knight’s growing form as it 
approached. 

The Hell-knight attacked first, swinging for the paladin’s legs. 

The uneven hillside wasn’t ideal for either combatant, but Cynan 
intended to keep the high ground and use it to his advantage. Instead 
of blocking, Cynan hopped back and countered with an overhand chop 
before the momentum of the demon’s attack could change. 


The knight held its ground, leaning back to avoid the intended 
contact with its skull. 

Cynan leaned with it, committing fully to the move and shifting his 
balance forward. 

Gravity did the rest. 

Chale bisected the knight’s chest plate as if its armor were made of 
soft pine. 

The Hell-knight staggered backward, lashing out with its own 
backhand counter. 

The paladin ducked and deflected the rising arc of the incoming 
weapon, pushing it over his head. He counter-attacked again, thrusting 
forward, punching Chale straight through the faceguard of the stoic 
fiend. 

Leveraging his longsword, Black darted forward past his opponent, 
spun, and whipped the dead Hell-knight off his weapon, sending it 
crashing down the hill and into the gully. 

It landed in a twisted pile—a smoldering black wreck. 

This last move brought him a hair closer to the Horde than he 
wanted, and Cynan soon found himself sprinting uphill toward his 
horse with a knot of raving fiends roaring behind him. Cutting his reins, 
he slapped his horse and grabbed hold of the pommel as it bolted 
away. He was able to get seated in the saddle by the time they’d 
cleared the top of the hill, and from there, it was an easy race for 
home. 


Chapter 19 
Shadow Cat 


Tomorrow, she would reach the relative safety of the King’s 
highway, but it wouldn’t be soon enough. 

She’d made the mistake of lighting a small fire for warmth, deep ina 
patch of woods well-hidden, or so she’d thought, from the smugglers’ 
lane that she’d been following the past two days. 

Tobias had her by the neck, pinned against an oak tree, while 
George rifled through her travel packs. Both men outweighed her by at 
least a hundred pounds, but it didn’t stop her from trying. 

“Hold still, darling. Once George is done, we'll get to you,” said 
Tobias. 

Life on the backroads of Colivar was unimaginably different from the 
familiar runs and back alleys of Lockrun. She wasn’t even thirteen yet, 
and her mind couldn’t comprehend the intent of the two men that had 
found her camp in the middle of the night. She should never have 
taken off the wool hat, but it had begun to itch after so many days of 
sleeping outside. 

“Don't choke her out, Toby. | like mine to be alive,” said the man 
across the fire. 

He hadn't found anything yet. Cat kept her money pouch with her 
dagger, strapped behind her back. 

“Hurry up then. Can’t wait all night.” Toby clucked as he tore open 
Cat’s shirt. 

Cat choked back a sob; the stench of the man was bad enough 
without the thought of what he was going to do next. Deep in the 
woods, a low growl sounded, a nocturnal hunter on the prowl. She 


squirmed at the thought that something might eat her body once the 
men were finished. 

“Don't worry, darling. It's only an animal. It won’t come near the 
fire.” Toby leered, sliding his hand down toward her chest, “How old 
are you anyway?” 

The growl sounded again from right behind her tree. She had 
nowhere to run, even if she could. She could smell the beast, and it 
wasn’t an animal, after all. 

Toby began to back away from the tree, still holding her neck, using 
her as a shield. 

Cat finally found her tongue. “Do you smell that? Do you, Toby? Do 
you know what that is?” 

George looked past the two of them, a stain of urine running down 
his pants. He turned and darted away. A black shadow blurred through 
and over the fire, catching George before he could reach the nearest 
tree. In seconds, his screams had ended, and his body was dragged 
off into the brush. 

Toby let go of her neck. Draw and strike. 

“Feth—,” he managed to say as the fang-dagger caught him in the 
neck, and he toppled backward onto the ground, his blood spraying 
around the camp. The man’s gurgling screams lasted only a moment 
longer than George’s. 

Cat held the dagger at the ready, waiting for the night-demon to 
finish its work. Her horse was going crazy, still tied to a tree at the 
edge of the firelight. Its tether finally snapped, and it was gone with its 
saddle and feed bag, rushing free into the night. 

A slow, stuttering hiss sounded from elsewhere, someplace deeper 
in the woods. Almost like laughter, Cat thought as she sat down right 
where she was and wept. 

The fire before her seemed to jump into her mind, and black smoke 
suddenly filled the night with an evil pall. Cynan Black rode his horse 
right through it, the blade wicking away at evil creatures like candles. 
She knew the Battle of Lockrun had begun and felt Walker Grey roar 
from atop the south wall, Ber’y/ feasting on the demons as they rose in 
a black wave upon the town. 

Cat prayed for their strength and her city. Uncle Grey, it was. She 


had made a promise to him and to Ara, and she would carry on for 
them, no matter what. 
### 

At first light, she was up and moving. Her ruined shirt landed on the 
fire, burning away the blood and the terror from the night before. She 
had packed light but still had some spares. She had her life, her knife, 
and some coin. Her sanity would come back later, maybe with the sun. 
She repacked her travel kit and fast marched southeast, waving good- 
bye to what was left of George and Toby. 

Before long, Cat found herself running, and she didn’t stop until the 
King’s main road from Stonnberg to Maidenhall had crossed her path. 
She was covered in dust and a dusting of blood; her sweat clung about 
her in the mid-day sun. She slowed as she turned south, walking, 
letting her hair fall naturally in the day’s warm breeze. 

Traffic was light, but she managed to catch the eye of a teamster 
heading south to the markets in Maidenhall. It was all she could do to 
sit next to the man as he drove his wagon in silence, chewing his 
unending supply of straw stalks. As dusk was setting in, she hopped 
off at a village that marked a crossroads; a county lane running in from 
Dungarr intersected the highway here. Cat found a small church in the 
middle of the burg and parked herself on its front steps, catching the 
last rays of the sun and a basket of stray thoughts. 

Numb to the bone, she thought of her ordeal, and she thought of 
Ara. She knew he’d gone through eminently worse and survived. She 
touched her memories and dark visions, carefully running them one by 
one through her mind. Ara had visited the other night and held her. 
He’d begged for her forgiveness, though for what she didn’t know, and, 
as if it was his final wish, Ara had whispered his aunt’s name and 
asked that Cat find her in Maidenhall. 

With night falling and the church locked tight, she donned her wool 
hat and entered a small local inn that kept itself busy with the King’s 
roadway nearby. They didn’t have any rooms available, but she 
preferred the safety of the crowded common room anyway. Cat paid 
for a meal and a space near the fire for the night. She didn’t plan on 
sleeping. 

### 


Her next stop, Barringtown, was perched alongside the wide Barring 
River. The Misty Maiden Inn was considerably cleaner than the ones 
she’d seen thus far on her trip, so she paid for a room and a bath 
before returning to the dining room for dinner. The innkeeper there 
said that she was only two days out of Maidenhall and could hire a 
paid coach from his stables in the morning. 

She put on her last set of clean clothes and brushed out her hair. 
The bathroom mirror seemed broken, showing a young woman, and 
completely missing the young girl that had fled Lockrun only a week 
ago. Taking Walker Grey’s advice, she pinned her Storm insignia to 
her shirt, hoping that it wasn’t a mistake. 

Walking downstairs, Cat was reminded of the comfort of her home. 
The well-lit dining room and the padded seats helped her relax for the 
first time in days. The meal was great, and her appetite was slowly 
returning. 

The inn keeper had noticed her badge. “Miss, please forgive me, 
but are the rumors true? Has Lord Storm truly fallen during the 
Dungarr Campaign?” 

With that, her appetite fled. /t was nice while it lasted, she thought. 

“’m on my way to find out,” she answered carefully, fighting back 
her tears. 

“Dreadfully sorry to bring it up, Miss. Can | do anything for you?” 

“Please book me a coach for tomorrow morning, the earlier, the 
better, to Maidenhall if you would.” 

Feeling overly conspicuous, Cat returned to her room. She sat by 
her window, listening to the sounds of the night and the gentle ripple of 
the Barring River as it flowed nearby. A monster that only she could 
hear growled in the distance. 


Chapter 20 
The South Wall 


After a few hours of sleep, Cynan Black spent the afternoon riding 
back and forth outside the south wall, checking his positions and the 
ground’s condition. Work crews filled in holes and dragged away any 
debris that might trip up his mount in the coming battle. Oil-filled 
barrels were staged along the top of the wall, and more were stacked 
On its east and west ends. 

Walker Grey returned before dusk, leading an exhausted horse. He 
gave Cynan and the lord mayor every detail of his trip into the 
heartland of Colivar, a story that seemed all too short for everyone 
present. The Mayor was beside himself, having lost his daughter and 
about to lose his city to the approaching Horde. 

“You did good, but cut it a bit close in the end, didn’t you?” said 
Cynan Black. 

“Just like someone else | know,” Grey retorted. “What’s the 
situation?” 

“All hands will be on the walls or defending rally points before full 
dark. The Horde is coming in tonight. A Dungarr heretic is guiding sixty 
Hellions and one Hell-knight.” 

Grey ranted, “What the feth are they doing here? Don’t they know 
where the Dungarr is? Do they need a fething map? And when has the 
Horde ever traveled this far to attack a city?” 

“Walker, | have no idea, but it sure helps out Vigil Thorn, seeing that 
her Horde has wandered off. Nothing about the East has been 
remotely pleasant in over ten years.” 

“Cy, how are we going to handle this? They outnumber our 


sentinels three to one.” 

Black had spent the day coming up with an answer to that question. 
“Inside and out. Your horse is spent. You get up on that wall and do 
your best to keep those fiends out of the city proper, while I’m outside, 
going after the second Hell-knight and the heretic.” 

There had been a pair of Hell-knights last time Grey had checked. 
“Second? What happened to the first?” 

“| stabbed him through the head this morning and threw him at the 
other sixty demons waiting at the bottom of a hill.” 

Grey sighed. “You really fething know how to motivate the enemy, 
don’t you?” 

“I’m betting on it.” 

### 

The shrieks and growls of the massed menagerie rattled the 
defender's ears from a quarter-mile away, and a church bell rang 
defiantly in the town square. A gibbous moon hung high, offering 
enough light for the defenders to see the Enemy moving as one toward 
the walls of Lockrun. 

Walker Grey gave the order, and dual pyres of burning oil engulfed 
the east and west ends of the southern wall, bracketing the defenders 
and the demons’ current line of attack. 

Cynan was sure that the fires could be seen from miles away. It 
gave him the extra light needed to traverse the open field on his horse 
and helped funnel the fiends into his sentinel defenders across the 
overly broad front that was the southern wall. 

The town militia dumped more barrels up and down the length of 
the wall, coating the outside with every last drop of oil that the town 
had. Lockrun lamps would be dark for months to come, whether the 
city survived the battle or not. 

The growing flames seemed to stir the Horde, and suddenly it was 
released, the Hellions bounding and racing for the southern curtain 
wall in a cacophony of unworldly wails. The heretic and the Hell-knight 
stood like spectators at a distance, pushing the black wave forward. 
Picking out his targets, Cynan kicked his horse and galloped in from 
the western side of the field, his longsword already in hand. 

The first demons hit the base of the wall in a frenzy and quickly 


surged upward, their claws biting into the mortar and stout timbers. 
Dozens of torches were dropped over the side by the town militia while 
the sentinel-adepts moved to line themselves up for the foremost 
attackers. 

Walker Grey stood in the center, his blood boiling in anger as the 
first wave of attackers quickly reached the top. "Are you ready?" Grey 
spoke to his sword, catching nervous looks from the two sentinels 
nearby. 

"Left!" it replied, and Grey moved in response. 

A sharp-clawed wolf-man crested the wall first, and Ber’y/ swung in 
from the right, cleaving its neck and sending the headless beast falling 
away into the fast-spreading flames below. 

Within moments the entire oil-coated southern wall was ablaze as 
demons scratched and clawed their way to the top. Their demonic 
howls doubled in pleasure and pain. The demons’ frantic pace didn’t 
change, and fire or no, they continued through it up and over the wall. 
The burning oil wouldn’t kill the attackers fast enough to keep them out 
of the city, but it might make the difference in the long run. 

Below on the field, Cynan Black had made his first pass, a charge 
along the flank of the rushing demons, clipping heads and limbs from 
the Horde like leaves from a tree. Anything he could do to slow or 
distract the initial surge was a boon to the wall’s defenders, but Cynan 
had more important targets to hunt. 

Black turned his horse toward the trailing Hell-knight, looking to 
eradicate the Enemy’s command. What he saw in the harsh light 
astounded him. The heretic was down, heaped in a headless pose as 
a sentinel on horseback circled the knight. Four more sentinels, all on 
foot, attacked the demonic alpha from all sides, their shields absorbing 
an incredible beating from its long black sword. 

Hellish candles danced across the top of the town’s wall as the 
melee raged, but others could be seen jumping from the wall and 
running back toward the melee with the dark knight. Black tracked the 
fiery demons in their return, racing in an arc across the field, and Chale 
harvested them like a scythe as the flaming Hellspawn darted and 
dodged around his horse. 

Carrying an axe planted in its back, the remaining Hell-knight fought 


in a tireless fury. The four sentinels’ shields were showing wear, and 
one man, the owner of the beast-adorning axe, fought on empty- 
handed. 

Black and the sentinel horseman tried their best to screen the other 
sentinels in their free-for-all against the Horde’s alpha. One sentinel’s 
shield shattered, the man falling backward in an unconscious heap on 
the ground, and the Hell-knight roared a challenge to the remaining 
three. In answer, the axe-less sentinel darted in from behind the arch- 
demon and latched onto his axe. He didn’t try to remove it; he only 
held on, slowing the demon’s chance to maneuver as another sentinel 
ran in to join the fight. 

The fresh sentinel used the advantage while it lasted, ducking a 
vicious swing and slipping inside the dark warrior’s guard. His heavy 
axe cleaved through the towering knight’s shoulder. The impact sent 
the beast staggering away and jarred loose the weapon embedded in 
its back. 

The once axe-less sentinel quickly rolled away, trying to regain his 
feet as several flaming demons reached the scene. Three weary 
sentinels were forced to turn and face them, leaving the fifth sentinel to 
continue the brawl one on one with the wounded Hell-knight. 

The top of the south wall was empty now, except for the flames. 
Paladin Black spied a few demons, the thinner raptor and mantis 
shaped beasts, beginning to drop as the fire finally consumed their 
frames, and he felt the moment that the Hell-knight went down, its 
headless form crashing into the dark turf. This event rippled through 
the remaining demons and sent them into a chaotic frenzy, all focus 
and direction gone. The two horsemen continued chasing them down 
while the remaining sentinels on foot collected their wounded man and 
ran back to the rear. 

### 

Dawn came late that morning as a heavy black smoke hung over 
the injured city. The fires within were under control, but the southern 
wall smoldered in a heap, most of it having collapsed during the night. 

Cynan found Walker Grey coughing out his lungs in the town 
square, the designated rallying point after the battle. A half-dozen 
sentinels sat with him, doing the same. They were all that remained of 


the Order’s defenders, and most of the survivors had suffered burns of 
one sort or another. Militiamen were scattered about treating the 
wounded or being treated themselves. In the background, women and 
children were slowly streaming out from the church and the Mayor's 
mansion. 

“Well done,” Black offered, as the men around him shivered in pain 
and exhaustion. 

“Medium-rare at least,” Grey chuckled. “Who’s fething idea was it to 
burn down the wall that we were supposed to defend?” 

“Looks like you knew well enough when to leave it. How was the 
fight?” 

“Harsh,” Grey explained, “The demons rushed us through the fire, 
latching onto men and setting them ablaze, using our own screams 
against us. The militiamen had enough sense to break, and the 
sentinels had no choice but to follow. We regrouped and hunted the 
fiends down in the streets afterward. Luckily, we could follow their 
glow, and they never got too far. You got the Hell-knight?” 

“Not me. Some of Storm’s company, our company, showed up and 
attacked from behind as the Horde was hitting the wall. The crazy 
fethers took it down themselves. They wasted that fethin’ heretic first 
thing as well.” 

Cynan Black had examined the dead heretic, a bone-man painted in 
the ways of the jungle wise. What he found scared him at first, a 
dagger identical to Cat’s from the blood-black fang down to the 
spotted-leather sheath. Another impossible relic, he thought. It was the 
twin, the one always carried by Lord Storm, and a dire reminder of the 
Vigil’s fall. 

“Who should | give this to?” he asked, showing the relic to Grey. 

“Feth, Cy. How about you give it to them?” Grey pointed over 
Paladin Black’s shoulder. 

Six sentinels, some already familiar to Cynan Black and Walker 
Grey, walked their horses into the square. A seventh in their company, 
a young woman, rode a horse led by the man who had finished off the 
Hell-knight. 

Cynan helped Walker Grey to his feet and dragged the man forward 
to meet them. They were all of Company Storm, after all. 


A tall young man stepped forward to greet the two veterans. “I’m 
Juno Hartwell, Second to Vigil Storm. Lockrun survives.” He struggled 
for once with his words and his confidence in the face of the two 
legendary paladins. 

“What brought you here?” Cynan asked, doing his best to control 
his emotions at the mention of his Vigil’s name. He was coming down 
from the rush of battle, and an emptiness was beginning to creep in. 
The arrival of the Storm Company sentinels was still a complete 
surprise and an unfamiliar boon to him. 

“We'd been tracking the Horde the last few weeks. Seeing the 
bonfires, we decided it was our time for some revenge.” The word 
revenge slipped out of Juno’s mouth, and it seemed to stagger the 
mood of everyone. 

Cynan Black would have none of that. “During the fight, | saw one of 
you lose a shield, shattered by the Hell-knight. Who was that?” 

Keil Martell stepped forward, “Well met Paladin Black and Walker 
Grey.” Keil’s eyes held an unsteady look as if he were concussed. 

Black handed the young man his shield, “You can have mine for 
your brave efforts.” 

Black continued, “And who was the crazy fether that left his axe in 
the back of a Hell-knight and decided to hang from it like yesterday’s 
laundry?” 

Juno turned, trying not to smile at the jibe, “Cilli step forward.” 

A sentinel with the lighter axe and confident air of a scout stepped 
up. “Cillian Redd, Sir.” 

“Well met, Mister Redd. That was probably one of the bravest, if not 
craziest, things I’ve ever seen. From now on, you will be known as 
‘Cillian the Red,’ and | can see why Ara Storm picked you for his 
company.” 

“Thank you, Sir,” Cillian replied, glad for the sentiment and the fact 
that he was still alive to enjoy it. 

Walker Grey took a moment to cough. 

“As most of you know, this smoked piece of meat is Walker Grey,” 
said Cynan. “Ignore him if he tries to speak. | still haven’t been able to 
understand much of what he says.” 

This comment brought a smile from all and a few looks of awe at 


the storied paladin. 

Black knew there was more to say. “I watched you fight together to 
bring down that Hell-knight. Great work, all. They don’t go down easily, 
especially around midnight. Make a record of all your kills. They will be 
acknowledged, eventually.” 

Cynan paused, saving the worst for last, and brought out the fang- 
dagger, holding it out for all to see. “Who should | give this to? The 
bone-man carried it.” 

The girl astride her horse began to weep as her sentinel guide 
stepped forward. 

“Sevin Martell, Sir. We met last year in Stonnberg, right before Vigil 
Storm stabbed you with that blade.” 

Walker Grey chuckled at that, getting a look from Cynan Black. 
Black was never going to live that moment down, but he didn’t mind 
the thought. 

“Hart is Ara’s sister and our inquisitor. She should have it.” Sevin 
and his brother Keil had been members of Company Storm since its 
creation. Sevin passed the exotic weapon up to Hart. 

She held it to her chest as she tried to regain her composure, but 
the misery on her face doubled. Catching her breath, she spoke, “It’s 
Ara’s dagger, but it’s empty. Both Ara and the Kjaira soul are gone.” 

Her words were devastating to the small company as they began to 
sink in. 

“Sir,” Juno interjected, “We’ve also come to collect another dagger, 
Sorrows twin.” 

“There’s only one Sorrow now, and it's heading south to 
Maidenhall,” Walker Grey confessed. 

Cynan Black answered the blank stares around him. “What my 
friend here is trying to say is that you are a little late. Another group, 
from Vigil Snow, already came looking for her, but Cat slipped away 
before they could take her back to Berykholt. She left five days ago.” 

Duncan Mott was pissed. “She’s Ara’s dearest friend and a member 
of Company Storm. | witnessed him pin her myself. How could they try 
to take Miss Ramsey?” 

“They showed me Vigil Snow's decree. Lacking a Vigil, the 
company no longer holds standing in the Order. We’ve become 


defunct.” Black was still furious at the thought. 

“We don’t exist?” Mott didn’t know what more to say. 

“You do,” said a new voice joining the conversation. 

“Lord Mayor Ramsey, good morning,” said Paladin Black. 

“Don’t ‘good morning’ me, Cynan. Look what you’ve done to my 
wall, and you've left burnt demon carcasses all over the place,” the 
man was feeling grateful. His faith in Cynan Black had reached a 
higher peak with the city’s unexpected survival. 

“Sorry?” In his washed-out state, Black was slow in sorting the 
mayor's words. 

“Cy, shut up and let the man talk,” said Walker Grey. “Tell them 
what you mean, Mayor.” 

“Lord Snow had good reason to collect my daughter from Lockrun, 
especially in the face of an unchecked horde. He would never risk a 
Vigil’s life in such a situation.” 

Juno asked for them all, “A Vigil?” 

“Ara claimed her last year. She bears the Vigil marks as well as 
those of Storm. I’m certain that she sensed the incoming Horde almost 
a month ago. Cynan can vouch for her visions and her many sleepless 
nights.” 

“But that was before the Horde had even fully formed,” said Juno. 

“Yes, it was.” Mayor Ramsey let that strange fact sink in. “Ara was 
aware of her extraordinary clear sight ability.” 

Walker Grey was proud of his newfound niece. “I can vouch for her 
too. She saw this Horde better than | did, and | was tracking it in the 
field.” 

Juno Hartwell jumped straight ahead to the final question, “So, 
where is she now?” 

Grey and Black looked at each other and shrugged uncomfortably. 

“Cat was headed to Maidenhall to visit her aunt,” Grey replied. “Ara 
told her to get there as fast as she could.” 

This remark met plenty of skeptical looks from those around the 
room. 

“We had a horde to fight,” explained Cynan. “Walker snuck her 
away from Snow’s inquisitor and escorted her down into the heartland. 
He arrived back here in the nick of time to defend the southern wall.” 


“When did Ara talk to her?” Hart cut in. 

“She said that he visited her in the middle of the night, five days 
ago. The same night that a night-stalker was seen crossing the wall 
into Lockrun.” 

“Would you show us where the demon climbed the wall?” 

Cynan pointed toward the pile of smoldering rubble in the distance 
until he realized what he was doing. “It’s a pile of burnt rubble now, 
Inquisitor.” 

Keil Martell voiced his disbelief, “You left a thirteen-year-old girl 
alone on the road in the middle of nowhere because of a dream?” 

“She’s still twelve,” said Grey, getting yet another look from Cynan. 
“What? I’m her uncle. | should know.” 


Chapter 21 


Twelve Blocks 


Maidenhall was far larger than she ever would have imagined. Once 
they’d reached the city’s outer limits, it still took the coach a full hour to 
enter the Lower Districts. Approaching midnight, the driver refused to 
take her into the Garden of the King neighborhood. He left her at a 
reputable inn, The Dripping Candle in the Market District, and 
suggested she wait until morning before venturing farther. 

The driver's words had wisdom, but her pockets were nearly empty, 
having spent most of her remaining funds on the private coach. The 
Dripping Candle Inn was well beyond her means, but the Innkeeper 
was glad to give her directions to the Lucky Star Inn, only a dozen 
blocks away by his count. 

Twelve more blocks, and she’d be somewhere other than the road. 
A pair of Kingsmen walked past the corner outside. Cat hid in the 
doorway, the faces of George and Tobias still fresh in her mind. Then 
she moved, stealing away in the opposite direction, full of 
determination. 

Walker Grey was right about the smell. What he didn’t mention was 
the noise, the watchful eyes, and the stalkers that seemed to follow her 
everywhere. Her Storm insignia wasn’t working as she expected. 

Twelve blocks stretched to sixteen and then twenty as she 
backtracked, trying to shake her shadows. She’d picked up the first 
one immediately upon crossing Barber Lane, the Garden's eastern 
edge. One would have been bearable, but a second soon arrived, and 
the pair sauntered in her wake no matter which direction she turned. 

Cat’s strong sense of direction began to fail with her rising panic, 


and she became completely lost. She headed toward the area with the 
greatest noise and most people around. The Garden, it seemed, never 
closed; the street corners, shops, and taverns bustled with patrons, 
sober or otherwise. 

Losing sight of those that still tailed her, she began pressing forward 
through the bustling crowd, attempting to shake the followers once and 
for all. She was looking back as she broke free of the mob and didn’t 
see the two Kingsmen waiting there, watching over the unwashed 
masses. It was well past midnight in the Garden when a strong arm 
reached out, snagging her as she ran for the nearest corner. 

“Where you headed, little one?” said the first Kingsman, holding her 
arm tightly in his grip. 

At least he hadn’t grabbed her by the neck. The bruise at her collar 
was still fading from that horrific night, while her wounded sense of 
security continued to bleed out. Both men were large and well-armed, 
each with a saber and several knives. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Cat saw her previous shadows slinking 
back into the crowd. She began to tremble, her anxiety and exhaustion 
getting the best of her. “Some men were following me. | was heading 
to the Lucky Star to see my aunt.” 

“Is that so?” The man’s finger flicked at her Storm Company badge, 
his face finding a newly puzzled expression. 

His partner shrugged and stepped behind her. 

“And what is your aunt’s name?” he said. 

“Laila Storm,” she replied with the certainty of a fortnight on the 
road. 

“Ha. As if we haven't heard that one a few dozen times before. I’m a 
Kingsman, and this is the King’s City. Nothing gets past me, Miss.” 

“If you’d only point me to the Lucky—” 

“Look what we have here!” said the second man, yanking the 
sheath from her back. 

“Aha! A little young to be carrying a knife, aren’t you?” The grip of 
the first Kingsman tightened painfully on her arm. “Cut a few purses 
tonight, have—” he coughed as his partner drew a blade in the shape 
and size of a black fang. 

The Kingsman’s face paled in shock as he took the dagger from his 


partner. It was the same, right down to the sheath and the stains of 
blood. He smelled it and heard a distant, rumbling growl. 

“What the Hell was that?” he asked, looking around. 

“You heard it too?” Cat shook with fear and confusion. She’d 
thought for sure it was only her memory or imagination replaying that 
dreadful night in her mind. 

The first Kingsman sheathed the dagger and handed it back to her, 
releasing her arm. 

“I’m sorry, Miss, for the confusion. Please come with me,” he said. 
“There’s been a small misunderstanding on my part.” 

“Are we going to the Lucky Star?” 

“No, we’re going to see Laila Storm.” 

### 

The men wouldn't come in. They banged on the iron gate until the 
front door of the house opened, and they hightailed it elsewhere. The 
street was quiet yet full of shadows. The men that she’d spied earlier 
were standing a block away on the far corner. 

“Who is it? What do you want?” The woman’s voice sounded 
exactly like Cat felt. Shaky, terrified to her core. 

“I’m Cat. My brother sent me,” she said, pointing to her Storm 
badge. “Are you Aunt Laila?” 

The woman coughed, or was it a laugh? She wore a strong 
perfume, one that Cat could smell from beyond the gate. 

“And what’s your brother’s name?” the woman asked, standing 
outside her door. 

‘Vigil Ara Storm. He told me to find you. | think he was worried 
about you.” 

The women took a small step closer to the locked gate. “Your 
brother, he’s gone.” She could go no further. 

“Ara told me to show you this.” Cat pulled out her fang, trying to find 
some light in which to show it. 

Light or no, it drew the woman forward, and she took a closer look. 
Laila Storm would know that fang anywhere. She could feel it in her 
stomach and her heart. 

“Cat, come in.” She opened the gate. Leaning out, Laila looked 
around, tapping herself on the head. Then she pulled Cat inside, 


locking everything behind her. 


Chapter 22 


Draw and Strike 


They sat in a comfortable kitchen, hot tea in their shaking hands as 
they talked and wept. The young woman vented days of terror and 
trauma through her tears. The older woman simply fought for air as a 
dark sea pulled her slowly down. 

“Could | please hold your fang? It reminds me of Ara,” said Laila. 

Cat pitied the wretched woman as she handed over the weapon. 
Cat had been hoping for someone to help her find Ara, someone with 
their mind in order, at least. This woman did nothing but suffer, 
drowning in her grief. Laila the Black, she thought, immediately 
regretting the cursed expression. Her Uncle Cynan had never been 
like this. 

Cat had to ask, “Are you really Laila Storm? Ara’s aunt?” 

If the woman would ever answer the question directly, Cat would 
know if she lied. She just would. 

“Yes, I’m Laila Storm, but I’m not his aunt. I’m legally his sister. He 
adopted me into his House. Our prior relationship was not a tale for the 
young at heart.” 

“Then we are sisters.” Cat wondered about this strange woman and 
her strange words. “I’m a part of his House, too, his Storm Company.” 

“What do you do?” Laila asked. “You seem far too young to be 
killing demons.” 

“| don’t. | see things. Things not for the young at heart.” 

Cat’s stomach chose that moment to balk at her old visions. She 
took another sip of tea as a man walked into the kitchen. Her hand 
began to shake, rattling the cup and saucer at his sudden appearance. 


“Ben, glad you could come. | have a guest. | think she belongs to 
you.” 

At the woman’s words, Cat's terror burst forth anew. Draw and 
Strike. She grabbed the dagger out of Laila’s hand and slammed it 
down, pinning the woman's hand to the table. 

The scene halted for a moment, frozen in time. Cat’s anxiety bled 
away in a black puff of smoke from Laila’s wound. Moving slowly, Laila 
lifted her free hand to cover the pommel of Sorrow, a new 
determination brimming forth. 

“Don't,” Laila commanded, staring hard at the man, Ben. 

Cat knew the man was one to command, not be commanded, and 
in her awe, pressed her hand upon Laila’s own. A spark of power 
jumped, and the room shifted, returning to normal speed for them all. 

“Sister, you have Ara’s Touch,” Laila whispered. “Thank you.” 

“Sister,” Cat replied, collapsing in her chair. 

Ben gathered her up, carrying her upstairs to bed. Laila laid her 
head upon the kitchen table and fell soundly asleep, her flesh still 
clutching Sorrow. 

### 

The tray didn’t make a sound as it appeared on the bedside table, 
but the smell of coffee called her awake. 

“It lives,” said a voice unable to hide its worry. 

Cat lifted her head, the comfort of the bed trying to pull her back 
down. They didn’t have beds like this in Lockrun, and the ceiling was 
ornate. 

Cat asked the unseen voice, “What time is it?” 

“What time, or what day?” came the reply. “You’ve been out for 
almost two days. So has Laila. What did you do to that poor woman?” 

“Would you help me sit up? That coffee won’t drink itself.” Cat had 
finally sorted enough of her present reality. 

Yseria Warric appeared, lifting her head and stacking pillows behind 
her. Cat grabbed the woman, pulling the familiar face close. Yseria 
hugged her back, not letting go until the girl was done washing all the 
pain from her eyes. Yser didn’t mind at all. 

“| thought you were in the Dungarr with Ara,” said Cat, finally 
reaching for the coffee. 


“No, we’ve been here a month. | came back to Maidenhall with 
Raven, afterward. She’s not doing well.” 

This left Cat puzzled beyond words. Her visions had never failed 
her. 

“Then why are you here with me?” Cat asked. 

“’m your bodyguard. Ara would want that.” 

Ara would want many things for her, Cat was sure, but not the sad 
look that his name brought to Yser’s brow. “Why do | need a 
bodyguard?” 

“You’re in Maidenhall, in the middle of the biggest political conflict to 
hit the city in years, and you, young lady, are the Vigil that hopefully 
rights the board.” 

“I’m going to need more coffee. | hope they have plenty here.” 

“Master Layne will be here in an hour to get you measured and 
fitted. Don’t skip your breakfast. It’s going to be a busy day.” 

“Yser,” said Cat, her nerves coming back with the coffee. “Please 
don’t leave my side today.” 

### 

Laila entered as Master Layne finished his adjustments. “Was | 
close?” she asked. 

“Remarkably, Dear. Your eye is legendary. We're almost done, and 
I’m pleased to see you feeling better.” Layne gave Laila a small bow 
even as he finished up his sewing. 

Cat loved the look and the fit of her new sleeveless black dress. A 
reinforced brown and black leather coat draped across her shoulders, 
while her comfortable riding boots completed the outfit. 

“I’ve packed changes of everything in this chest, and she can 
always come by any time, day or night, if she needs anything else.” 
Master Layne chased his helpers from the room. 

“Please hand the chest to the Kingsmen downstairs. They will take 
care of it,” Laila called out. 

“Where are we going?” said Cat. 

“You, my dear, are going home. Here’s your dagger.” 

“Sorrow. Its name is Sorrow.” 

“So, it is. A perfectly fitting name,” Laila replied, offering Cat her 
right hand. The left was bandaged. “Please, we shall ride together.” 


A tall black gelding awaited Cat in the small courtyard below, while 
in the street outside, a half-company of Royal Guardsmen did the 
same. 

“Ara’s horse?” 

“Yes, his name is Daur,” said Yser. 

A large, serious-looking man gave a whistle sending half the guard 
troops moving forward. His civilian garb didn’t matter to the Guard 
captain outside. The man mounted up and waited for the women to do 
the same. 

“Ben?” said Cat. 

“Ben Heck, my Lady. Storm’s head of security.” 

Cat nodded and mounted up, not sure if she’d ever feel secure 
again. “Lead the way, Master Heck.” 

As they rode through the city, Yseria and Ben did their best to get 
Cat up to speed on things. The company’s long-term presence in 
Maidenhall was threatened by members of the King’s court and entities 
unknown due to the apparent loss of Vigil Ara Storm. Many, including 
the Judge of Maidenhall, were looking for a way to prolong their claim. 
Lynda Snow, the Storm Company Consul, would explain more when 
they arrived in the Royal Quarter. 

The bulk of the company was out chasing a horde in the northeast. 
They had followed it northward out of the Dungarr wetlands and hadn’t 
been heard from since. With the arrival of Enricata Ramsey, there was 
a real chance to stabilize the situation. Her official arrival and formal 
ascension were the first steps on that path. 

Laila Storm rode along beside the somewhat handsome Captain 
Price. He wore a prominent scar across his face that, to some, ruined 
his looks, but to Laila, made the man. Price had long been in love with 
the difficult woman, and he had suffered the past month, watching her 
rapid decline. To see her today, shedding her chronic withdrawal 
symptoms and being her old self, left him more confused than ever but 
glad nonetheless to be there at her side. 

The small Guard escort paraded them through the Southmarch gate 
into the Royal District. The smooth, forty-foot-tall curtain walls 
protected the Royals and the landowners from unwanted invasion. 
They passed through another guarded gate into the Sturgess 


Courthouse compound and the domain of the Judge of Maidenhall. 

Waiting for their official arrival was Judge Small, a first cousin to the 
King of Colivar, dressed as always in an expensive black coat and 
comfortable riding pants. His retinue stood behind him, including Sir 
Alec Bregman, Bailiff of Maidenhall, and head of the Kingsmen. By his 
side stood Lynda Snow, diplomat and daughter to Lord Snow, the Vigil 
of the North. Lynda was currently Company Storm’s ranking officer in 
Maidenhall. She wore a modest, green and white dress with matching 
earrings that Cat was sure could be seen from at least a mile away. 

Lynda Snow took note of Daur—the horse was always in need of 
exercise—and nodded to Yseria before beginning the formal 
introductions. “Miss Ramsey, welcome to Maidenhall. Your arrival was 
unexpected yet highly anticipated. As the ranking member of Company 
Storm, | am required to present you to Lord Roger Small, Judge of 
Maidenhall, along with a decree from Vigil Ara Storm naming you Vigil 
Enricata Moon. Ara felt that wherever he went, you would always 
follow him and shine a light into the darkness that he endured. In his 
name and mine, | am sorry for the circumstances that have brought us 
together today.” Lynda paused, pulling herself back together before 
continuing, “May the Saints bless you. You are the interim head of 
Company Storm until Vigil Storm has been found and is recovered.” 

Lynda took a breath, turning to the judge, “Lord Small.” 

“It is witnessed,” he replied with a bow. “I will notify the King 
immediately.” 

Everyone else bowed to Vigil Moon, and it was done. The parties 
began to disperse. 

“Lord Small,” said Vigil Moon. “If you are on your way to speak with 
the King, please inform him of an Infernal Horde that descended upon 
the city of Lockrun six nights ago. Two Hell-knights and _ sixty 
Hellspawn were led out of the Dungarr Basin by a heretic. Word should 
be arriving soon with the outcome. My company was on the field to 
defend the city.” 

“Your father is the lord-mayor of Lockrun, is he not?” Small replied. 
He knew the difficult odds for such an encounter. Lockrun, remote in 
its location, was never heavily defended. 

Cat nodded, also thinking of her uncles and her fledgling House. 


She knew the battle had already occurred, knew that the city had 
burned. She had seen her company fighting for its life among the fire. 
“| will inform the King and the consul for Duke Ragir,” he said. 
“Now, where is Raven?” said Cat, noting the absence of Ara’s 
former second and better half. 


Chapter 23 
Vigil Moon 


She’d had enough. The Storm Company meeting began with all 
hands present, and Cat didn’t know whether to scream or cry as she 
surveyed the faces around her. 

Raven Ylamil and her bodyguard Andarion were somber, which, 
according to Yseria, was a big step up from a couple of weeks ago. 
Lynda Snow was still recovering from her emotional speech that 
afternoon, and Laila Storm was starting to glaze over, her energy 
ebbing again. Yseria still stood by Cat’s side, fighting her own heavy 
sorrow. Yser, at least, had the strength to carry onward, having faced 
enough serious grief in her life, and Ben Heck would do what needed 
to be done. Between Laila and Ara, Ben had plenty of stakes in the 
game. 

What truly pissed off Cat was the fact that Ara Storm had foreseen 
all of this. He knew what would happen if he fell. He had even planned 
for it, dropping it right into Cat’s lap. He couldn’t face her directly, so he 
used Lynda Snow to do his dirty work, which left Lynda trying to hold 
things together on her own while the rest of the company was out 
killing things to get over their grief. 

Draw and Strike. Cynan had tried to prepare her for this, but how 
could he know? 

Lynda Snow could barely hold herself together, lonely and 
heartbroken by the loss of Ara and the disappearance of the rest of the 
company. There was no doubt in Cat’s sharp mind that the poor 
woman was in love with Ara Storm and had been for a long time. She 
didn’t deserve this. 


Without any word from Lockrun, they were even worse off. Fresh 
news could bring them hope or destroy them completely. Cat knew in 
her heart that Ara was out there somewhere, hiding from her. She 
didn’t fully comprehend what had happened to her friend or what was 
left of him this time, but she knew Ara’s company order number one. 
Find me and bring me back. So far, they hadn’t found the energy to 
pursue order number one, not fully. 

They would have to find it and rally themselves. Only then would the 
new Vigil have the strength to resurrect her best friend. 

“Ben, tomorrow at dawn, we will all ride north to find out what 
remains of Company Storm. Everyone. Laila and Lynda, that means 
you too. Please be ready to go.” 

### 

Escaping the huge city and the stress and the familiar walls did 
everybody good, even Laila, a child of the urban Lower Districts. Cat 
rode beside her several hours each day as they headed north, hoping 
to find news of Lockrun’s fate. She and Laila, the youngest and the 
oldest of the company, had an odd connection that seemed to feed 
them both, giving Laila back her strength and hardening Cat’s resolve. 

Dusk of their second day out found them descending into the 
Barring River Valley and crossing the long bridge into Barringtown. 
Ben Heck had slowed the small company short of the bridge to take 
stock of the scene around the quiet river. Andarion and Yser carried 
the large shields of the Order for such occasions, but the small party 
was still exposed, and Ben kept the delay to a minimum. 

On the far side of the river, another group with ten horses and nine 
riders was trotting up to the riverside Misty Maiden Inn. 

“Ben, those riders,” said Cat. “That’s my horse!” She kicked Daur 
into a run. 

“Feth it all,” Ben spat as he gave chase to the girl on the fast, black 
gelding. 

By Ben’s best estimation, not only was she outrunning him, but she 
was also hollering to everyone in a two-mile radius. 

“Give me back my horse!” Cat yelled at the stunned riders as she 
reined in Daur in front of the large Inn. 

Her company was coming in fast, too, Yser right on Ben’s tail. Then 


Cat was off of Daur and tackling the largest man in the group knocking 
him backward into his steed. 

He grabbed her and held her tight, screaming, “I’ve got her. She’s 
mine!” 

“Hey! You're not her only Uncle!” yelled another brute. 

Cat tackled him too. Smiling, she yelled at the others, “Anyone else 
want some?” 

Her challenge seemed to finally melt the shock and the walls 
around the company, allowing everyone to greet each other properly. 

Before heading inside for dinner, Vigil Moon had a few things to say 
and new faces to meet. Cat found Lynda Snow hugging a tall, dark, 
and handsome young man, a new face for her. 

“Lynda, please introduce me to your friend,” said Cat. 

“Sentinel-Adept Juno Hartwell, Storm Company’s second, please 
meet Vigil Enricata Moon, leader of Company Storm.” 

That brought all the sentinels and their conversations to a halt. Most 
knew Cat as Ara’s dearest friend from Lockrun, but they hadn't yet 
heard the news about the ascension of Vigil Moon. 

“That’s hogwash,” countered Cat with a smile. “He’s so shiny. | want 
to kiss him. Don’t you?” 

Lynda blushed. 

Cat continued, “Juno, how many demons did you kill outside the 
walls at Lockrun? | saw you riding with my Uncle Black and snuffing 
out candles.” 

Even Juno Hartwell took a moment to admire her uncanny 
accuracy. “At least six,” he answered in all modesty. 

“How many dead demons were counted outside the walls besides 
that Hell-knight that you all killed?” 

“Twenty-eight.” 

“And how many did Uncle Grey hack to pieces on the wall?” 

“A devil’s dozen,” said Juno. 

“So, forty-one out of sixty, plus two Hell-knights. Has any company 
of the Order this small ever done anything close?” 

“We only killed one Hell-knight,” added Juno. 

“Did you talk to Paladin Black?” Cat said, turning toward her uncles. 

“Wasn't my idea, Cat,” said Walker Grey. “Cy wanted to piss off the 


Horde beforehand and make sure they came in straight at us. We 
could barely defend one wall with the numbers that we had.” 

Cat could see Juno take note of that. Paladins could be worth 
discernibly more than he first thought. She liked him already. 

“So, you’ve become Full-blooded Sentinel Juno Hartwell, Captain of 
Company Storm, and let’s all be clear about who | am. I’m the interim 
leader of the company until we follow our orders and resurrect Ara 
Storm.” 

This last part left everyone silent; sadness and skepticism still ruled 
the evening. Cat knew what Ara had experienced, and she knew that 
finding him would only be half the battle. She reached behind her back, 
drawing Sorrow. “Paladin Black, meet Sorrow. Please tell me who | 
should stab first before | offer to find its twin.” 

Cynan knew well the power of the fang-dagger and smiled at her 
challenge. Laila stepped forward first. 

Cat shook her head. “Not you, sister. You’re clean, and | will keep 
you that way.” 

“Vigil Moon, Hart has the twin,” said Sevin. His arm slipped around 
a cute, young woman. “Hart Storm is our inquisitor.” 

To Cat, Hart carried a pearlescent sheen around her whole body, 
not just her blind eyes. Cat walked up to her and held out Sorrow. 
“Sister, what do you see? Is it the same as yours?” 

“Not at all,” replied Hart. 

“Why not?” 

“Yours is a weapon with two souls. Mine is empty.” 

“So, not the twin we want.” 

“Captain Juno, what’s the company’s standing order?” said Cat. 

“Find Ara,” he replied without a hitch. Juno knew authority when he 
saw it. 

“Any luck finding him up near Lockrun?” 

“None.” 

“Why were you near Lockrun last week? Weren't you all originally 
stationed in the Dungarr?” 

“We were tracking the Horde in hopes that maybe they’d lead us to 
Ara, but it seems that they were tracking something else.” 

“That would explain how they ended up so far from the Dungarr, 


and they deserved what they got for their stupidity.” Cat surveyed a 
field of blank faces. “They should never have threatened my uncle, 
Cynan the Black.” 


Part Three 


Company Storm 


Interlude 


Daughter to the Storm 


With spring nearing an end, the air was almost pleasant. Ayla’dune 
sat in the afternoon sun, enjoying the high-steppe breeze that flowed 
across the large terrace. Her shaven head bristled at her touch now, 
still too short to offer any warmth. 

She tried to use her free time to remember her family, her younger 
sisters, but all she could recall was the smell of the dead inside the 
village longhouse. Most had been gone for days before the men had 
arrived to burn the village to the ground. Her father had been one of 
the first to go, she was sure, though the witch told everyone that he 
was only sleeping and didn’t want to be disturbed. By the time anyone 
realized that he wouldn’t be waking up, most had already joined him in 
his endless slumber, and Ayla had lost the strength to mourn. She 
would have slept outside next to the dying man, but the witch was 
always out there feeding at night, carving off what little was left of him. 
So, Ayla had slept among her dead family, hugging the stiff, still body 
of her youngest sister. 

“Time to feed your father, Miss Ayla.” 

The manager of the House, Tiso Lin, must have owned an 
expensive clock because he used it every chance he got. Ayla had 
never even seen a clock herself, but it was always time for something 
with Lin. 

“I’m coming!” she called back. 

She walked slowly, catching the last of her sun for the day. She 
knew that by the time dinner was over, it would be dark. 

“Knock, knock,” she said, walking into the large bedroom. “Can you 


smell what I’ve got today?” 

“Dinner, same as yesterday,” the man replied. 

His beard was growing in quickly, wisps of gray showing among the 
brown, though the top of his head still looked as meager as hers. They 
were a pair, an unmatched set, a daughter and a man that had lost his 
mind. She had come from a large family and was sick of feeling like an 
orphan. 

Lord Na’am had gifted them both with comfortable clothes and soft 
pajamas, and the man was wrapped in spotted bandages around his 
arms, legs, and torso. The two shared one large bedroom; a cot in the 
corner was good enough for Ayla. Her father didn’t snore and barely 
slept at all. 

“And what’s my name?” she asked, hoping that for once, he’d get it 
right. 

“Look, | ate last night, and I’m still full. Why don’t you sit here and 
eat my dinner for me? You're skinny enough as it is.” 

Ayla scoffed. “You know that Tiso Lin won’t like that. He’s under 
orders to make sure you regain your health.” 

“How does he know that | had any health in the first place? He 
doesn't even know my name.” 

“Do you?” she said gently. 

This question brought the man up short again. It always did in this 
conversation, recycled daily for the past week. 

He could walk but would only do so to use their shared bathroom. “l 
am elsewhere,” he finally explained. “Someone will find me and bring 
me back.” 

Ayla had one real concern. “And what will happen to me when they 
do?” 

Her father shrugged at that. He knew of the girl’s sad condition and 
her great loss the week before, but he couldn’t even remember her 
name. 

“Why didn’t you let me burn with my mother and my sisters if you 
don’t know?” she pleaded. 

His eyes turned glassy. “How do you even live?” 

She never knew if he was speaking to her or himself at that 
moment, but it didn’t matter as neither of them had an answer. 


He reached out his hand to her as he always did. She set down his 
tray of food and sat on the edge of the bed. His hands were calloused 
and scarred, but they somehow carried the strength of youth. The girl, 
though no more than fourteen, had first thought the man too young to 
be her father, but not anymore. His eyes and his voice betrayed an 
accumulation of shame beyond anything a young person would ever 
feel. 

Theirs would have been an epic battle of wills, but the man didn’t 
seem to have one at all. She held his hand, and it seemed to ease her 
pain, too, bringing a feeling of connection where a moment ago, there 
was nothing but heartbreak and loss. It was those moments, their daily 
script complete, when her father would rest his head and fall asleep. 

A soft knock on the door brought her to her feet. 

“Doctor Inoue, it is good to see you. My father is sleeping now. 
Perhaps you could see him later.” 

“Ayla, it is you I'd like to examine today, though perhaps we could 
sit on the terrace. The weather is unseasonably pleasant.” 

Doctor Yante Inoue took a chair across from Ayla on the patio. She 
was frustrated with her pair of patients, not seeing any change in the 
father, and a closed-off, grieving daughter with little promise of further 
healing. 

“| thought we could go at things somewhat differently today,” Inoue 
began. “Lord Na’am is as frustrated as | am and is hoping to see some 
results. He feels he owes his son’s life to your father, but | can’t begin 
to understand why. I’ve heard your tale, but is there anything that you 
can tell me about what happened to that man?” 

Ayla found herself unable to answer. 

“| know he isn’t your real father, Dear, but from what I’ve seen of the 
two of you, your relationship may be the only thing keeping him alive.” 

Ayla knew that the Doctor was probably right, but Inoue only saw 
half the picture. 

“Do you know what happened to my village?” the girl finally asked. 

Inoue nodded. 

“Then, please tell me. My family was burned to ash, my whole 
village destroyed before my eyes, and | don’t understand why.” 

lt was Yante’s turn to choke on her words. 


“Doctor, my father says that some things are not for the young at 
heart, yet | don’t even know how old he is. Can you at least tell me 
that?” 

Yante sighed. “The man that you call your father is eighteen, 
nineteen at the most.” 

“No, he can’t be. That’s impossible.” 

“Just because he has some gray now, he could regain his youthful 
looks when his vitality returns. He had been severely abused and 
drained of life by the time we’d found you both.” 

“Then, he will die here,” said Ayla. “His life is elsewhere, and it will 
never find him while he’s sitting in that bed.” 

“| will inform Lord Na’am of your thoughts.” 

### 

Ram was a sensitive soul, his sister not so much, it seemed. As the 
son of Lord Na’am, he served as a Major in the Fuga Reconnaissance 
Corps and had a reputation as a hard-nosed, go-anywhere survivor. 
The fact that he’d walked out of the Dungarr Jungle, a month prior, 
after having been captured by the dark-winded heretics, had only 
increased his renown. 

Ram’s strong build, short black hair, and eager, dark-brown eyes 
were typical of the Fuga men, especially those that grew up around the 
steppe instead of the coast. His sister, Tila, was of a similar color and 
same light complexion, but graceful while Ram was muscled, slender 
while he was stocky, quick while he was fast. 

lt was Tila’s work that had put Ram in harm’s way, landing him in 
the clutches of the Emperor’s Children. As a Seer, she had an eye for 
trouble, and while the majority of Fugaku’s forces were ranging to the 
north and northwest, watching Niantia, she had been determined to 
ferret out the location of a more deadly threat. Unfortunately for Ram, 
she had been more on-target and the threat more deadly than they 
had first thought. 

Tila never doubted her older brother’s courage or his story. To put it 
simply, she was a seer, trained from a young age to notice 
discrepancies in reality and root out the truth in any situation. Her mind 
itched when she found herself in any such scene. Her brother was an 
open book to her, but that broken man, her brother's crazy savior, was 


an unsolvable soul and a mystery to unravel. 

They’d both been to the burned-out village and had helped count 
the bodies, the deep stacks of bones, and the charred husks of 
hundreds of victims. A succubus had been there and taken everyone 
down, that was certain. Tila hoped that the monster was also 
consumed in the flames, but no one knew for sure. 

Ram remained stone-faced as he’d toured the site, never once 
showing any discomfort at what he saw. As the pair of siblings walked 
out of the bedroom of the ‘Storm Lord,’ Ram looked like he was going 
to cry or maybe worse. 

“Don’t vomit here. | just bought these boots,” Tila scolded him. 

She was five years his junior, but people often believed it to be the 
other way around, considering how she spoke with Ram. He didn’t 
mind, knowing that she was probably only doing her job and reacting in 
the way in which she'd been taught. 

“You didn’t see him like | did,” he replied. “He entered that village 
escorting a young bone-man and had both the Chieftain and Elder 
eating out of the palm of his hand. Within the first hours, he had 
stripped the heretics of their prisoners and stolen one, maybe both, of 
their Infernal beasts. The black panther they named ‘Desha’ should 
have caught and killed me. Instead, it killed the heretic hunter that was 
tracking me. And you saw what he was able to do to all of them, the 
end result anyway.” 

“Well, whatever he is, he isn’t a succubus. That whole village was 
drained dead, except for those two. Why was that?” she continued to 
work on the pieces before her. 

He poked at her with his best big brother smile. “The girl called him 
her father, called him a seer. What does that mean, oh wise and 
beautiful one?” 

“The only Colivarian seers | know of are in their precious Order of 
the Vigil. Our Father knows the one assigned to the Dungarr Basin, 
and she’s half dark elf,” Tila replied in frustration. “Doctor Inoue’s 
report made even less sense than the girl’s story. She said that the 
man was remarkably younger than he seemed, less than twenty years 
old. That might make sense in light of the succubus, but why all the old 
scars and the branding marks? Perhaps he was a criminal of some 


sort, hiding out in the Dungarr Drip.” 

Ram shook his head, “They called him ‘Lord of the Twisted’ and 
‘Storm Lord.’ Doesn’t sound to me like a criminal or a smuggler. Maybe 
we should turn him loose and see where he goes?” 

“Brother, you keep this up, and | might get you a promotion into my 
Section.” 

“Then who would be left in the Recon Corps to do all your dirty 
work?” Ram laughed, feeling glad that at least his sister seemed to 
know what to do next. 


Chapter 24 


Queens and Pawns 


Cat made sure Company Storm was fed and watered before they 
left the Inn the following morning. They would be riding north to the 
Dungarr cut-off, then east toward Dungarr and piecing themselves 
back together in the process. If five days on the road together didn’t 
work, Vigil Moon would ride on by herself. She told them all the same, 
the first night as they camped together by the county road. 

Cat began the conversation for real, taking advantage of her 
somber audience. “Raven, | need you to speak for Ara’s ghost. Please 
tell me why you all think that Ara’s dead and gone.” 

The look in Raven’s eyes scared Cat. The beautiful half-elf's power 
and pain were laid bare for all to see, and Cat needed to harness it 
before it destroyed the woman. Getting Raven to talk was the first step 
in that endeavor. 

“Five days after he left us, we couldn't feel him anymore,” she 
answered, holding up the leather bracelet on her wrist. We could 
always feel his energy with our connection. The same goes for Hart 
and Laila.” 

Nods all around the campfire backed up Raven's view. 

Cat wouldn't relent. “So, if we can find a connection of Ara’s that still 
exists, we can be confident that he does too?” 

Blank stares greeted her in answer. 

“Ara is only a source of energy for you all?” 

“Ara is a force of nature, and beyond nature,” Hart replied. “His 
energy is just one aspect of himself that he shares with many of us. He 
heals those around him and raises them up.” 


“True, and he’s gone dark for a month.” Cat looked at Raven. “Why 
would he do that to you? Has he ever disappeared before?” 

Raven nodded, looking at Hart. 

As inquisitor, Hart had become an expert on Vigil Storm’s moods 
and motivations. “Ara walks a fine line between sanity and sacrifice. 
His attachments to Raven are the strongest of anyone here, and yet 
Ara will flee if he thinks that is what’s best for her or if he’s unable to 
cope with his sense of regret. Shame plays a huge role in his psyche. 
Also, Vigil Storm works hard, building inner walls against his other self, 
his darker aspect. Those walls and his humanity, they don’t always 
survive his encounters, and it leaves him at the mercy of others to help 
pull him back into being.” 

Cat summarized, “So, Ara has any number of reasons for 
disappearing. What would bring him back?” 

“Raven. You. Maybe Laila,” Hart answered. “It depends on how far 
he’s gone and how damaged he’s become. It might take several of us.” 

“Hart, have you seen my uncle’s new sword?” Cat prodded the 
whole group with her words. “Its name is Chale. Can you guess who 
gave it that name?” 

“Ara,” Hart shrugged. “Why?” 

Cat looked at the entire group. “Chale translates to ‘pawn.’ Ara told 
me so in his last letter before you all went to the East. Why would he 
like that name, and why would he tell me?” 

Cynan Black knew the answer. “Ara’s a jokester but too clever for 
his own good. He sees himself as a pawn and challenges others to 
match him. | would never have ridden out to face the Lockrun Horde 
and challenge that Hell-knight before the battle, but Ara demanded it of 
me by the way he named my sword. 

“And I'll tell you something else. While we have a crack group of 
sentinels here in our company, we are all pawns in his eyes. We 
protect the queens of the company with our lives, without hesitation. 
You all know what | am talking about.” 

“ve never seen a boy love so many women so deeply. There’s the 
reason he’s gone insane and disappeared,” Grey quipped. 

This comment, brimming with truth, raised everyone’s mood and 
brought smiles to their faces for once. A stuttering hiss rose from 


deeper in the forest. 

“Grey, you’re acting like Ara. Stop it,” said Cynan. 

“Ha, I'll take that as a compliment.” 

Cat continued, “Thank you for that, uncles. Captain Hartwell, what is 
the last known communication from Ara?” 

“After he ordered us back to Dungarr, he spoke with Vigil Thorn, 
asking her to do the same. She had been unknowingly sending 
sentinel lives to the Emperor’s Children to feed their dark god. I’m 
under the impression that she initially refused Ara’s request.” 

The walls of a tent are paper-thin in a camp full of troopers on the 
edge of enemy territory. Thorn’s reaction was readily understood by 
anyone within shouting distance of her tent, perhaps up to a mile 
away. 

“Adept Dirven,” Sentinel Hicks said. “He was the last person that 
talked to Ara. He escaped the heretics camp after Ara bargained with 
the King of the tribe for Dirven’s freedom. Ara was about to face a 
Kjaira and told him to remember the Storm Lord.” 

“Not Lord Storm?” asked Cynan. 

“No,” Hicks answered. “Dirven was puzzled by it himself.” 

Cat’s eyes were beginning to mist over. “And the Kjaira? Did 
anyone else ever see it?” 

“Dirven said he heard it hunting behind him. He crapped his britches 
and kept running. That part made no sense to any of us,” Hicks 
replied. “Dirven should be dead if his story is even half true.” 

“What would Ara have used to fight the Kjaira?” she asked. 

“He didn’t bring his sword into the Drip. He left it with Yseria, saying 
he didn’t want to risk losing it to the heretics,” Sevin replied. 

“So, he only carried Sorrow, a dagger that is no longer imbued,” 
said Cat. 

She waited a moment to let that sink in. To Cat, it all fit together like 
a puzzle. She looked at Cynan Black, with her ‘you can have the last 
cup of coffee’ look. 

“Five days before the battle of Lockrun, weeks after Ara had last 
been seen, he visited Cat in the middle of the night,” stated Cynan. 
“Ara told her to find her aunt Laila in Maidenhall. How is that for a live 
connection?” 


Raven cut in, “Cynan Black, that sounds more like a dream than a 
connection. The next thing you'll be telling us is that there were Kjaira 
claw marks on her bedroom ceiling.” 

“Nope, but on the Lockrun south wall, twenty feet up, that same 
night,” he replied. “An adept named Brooks even caught a glimpse of 
the dark beast as it cleared the wall.” 

“Hart?” Raven gasped. She was trying hard not to lose it in front of 
everyone. 

“He’s not making any of that up, if that’s what you’re asking, Rae.” 
Hart was beginning to realize the connection that Cat desperately 
needed to show them all. 

Cynan added, “Walker Grey saw the claw marks too.” 

Unable to control her voice, Raven whispered, “Where do we go? 
What do we do next?” 

A distant growl split the night. 


Chapter 25 


Westward Home 


“How many?” | asked in a ripped and ragged voice. 

The bone pile to my left held the remains of many hundreds, long 
dead. The ashes to my right held dozens, all dead a couple of weeks 
at most. Nothing inside the longhouse had escaped the conflagration. 
Nothing had tried. The village was almost completely dead before the 
Fuga Army had surrounded it and burned it to the ground. 

We were the only survivors, though | still didn’t understand why. | 
knew how to ride a horse, though. Some things you never forget. 

“How many what?” Lord Na’am replied. 

He was getting tired of my torpid state, and his escort seemed 
impatient as well. They’d all been here before. 

Join the club. 

“Let’s go, father. This place is awful,” said Ayla, heavy tears rolling 
down her face. 

The girl’s sadness doused me like a bucket of cold rain. She was 
my daughter, though | didn’t remember her mother. From Ayla’s 
reaction, | assumed that her mother had died here. 

| couldn’t cry with my daughter, not properly anyway. | hopped off 
my horse and waded through the pile of debris that was the longhouse. 
There were bones, weapons, and trinkets scattered everywhere in the 
damp ash. | scooped a handful of the dark ash and smeared it across 
my face. Then | drew two straight lines down my cheeks below my 
eyes. Better. 

| shuffled out and mounted my horse, saying, “We're ready to go.” 

### 


Two days later, Dungarr of the East was a shock. I'd been there 
before. They had beds, and after four days on a horse, | needed a bed. 
Why did | leave my last one? It was perfectly soft. 

Mister Na’am put us up at a friendly inn and even paid our bill. Their 
beds were sub-standard. Feth them. Four days for this? | was better 
on the ground in front of that house. Crap, now Ayla is crying again. 
Where’s her mother when we need her? And why does this place 
smell like ashes? Everything smells like ashes to me. | just can’t get 
away from it. 

“Let’s go for a ride, get some fresh air,” | offered. 

“Master Na’am asked us to wait until he got back. He went to a 
meeting,” Ayla replied. 

“He did. How did | forget that? Still, what do you say?” 

“What’s my name?” 

“Ayla,” | said. “I’m not daft, you know.” 

“And what’s your name?” 

Feth, wasn't one name enough? That’s my daughter always 
wanting more, always living above her means. 

“Lord Na’am told you three times today.” 

| could feel her eagerness and feth if | would disappoint her. “Lord!” 
| guessed. 

Feth. 

| could feel her sadness at that answer. “Well, | didn’t guess Master 
Na’am, did |?” 

She smiled at that. “Close enough. Let’s go.” 

Our horses were still saddled in the courtyard, so we climbed up 
and headed out. 

“Which way?” she asked. 

“Which way were we going when we got here?” 

“West.” 

“Then why’d you ask me?” 

The sun was going down, but we followed it until even its shadows 
had gone to bed. 

Ayla broke the long silence, “I can’t see anymore, and the horses 
need to rest.” 

| could see perfectly, but she was right about the horses. “OK, let’s 


find a good spot.” 

The road to the west needed some work. It was rough, barely suited 
for wagons, but it had plenty of windbreaks and woods to shelter a 
weary traveler or two. 

“Do you think Lord Na’am will be angry that we’re gone?” she 
asked. 

“Are you kidding? The way you snore, he’s got to be thanking the 
Divine as we speak.” 

“Father, that makes no sense.” 

“Give me time, and I'll come up with something better.” 

“As you Say. I'll get the fire started.” 

“ll take first watch,” | replied. 

| found a sleeping roll on my horse and laid it out for Ayla. | put my 
back against a warm oak and my eyes on the forest around us. | 
needed to run. | circled the light of our campfire, working my way 
outward, scenting for other predators or prey until | heard my daughter 
Stir. 

“Your shift already?” | whispered. 

“No, I’m just cold.” 

The fire had fallen, only embers now. 

“Slide over here and lean against me. Move slowly,” | said. 

Across the small clearing, two embers burned beside a tree. 

“Don’t scream,” | gently grabbed her chin and pointed her head in 
the right direction. 

“Desha?” she said, trying to comprehend what she was seeing. 

“No, not Desha,” | replied, stretching out my left hand to the 
darkness. 

The shadow-cat vibrated as it stepped forward, and | could feel its 
sadness. It missed its owner, its brood, and especially the hand that 
had caressed it daily. | knew it better than | knew myself. 

The night beast lifted its head up under my hand, and we rested 
there, not moving for a moment. It carried a checkered soul, an 
unbroken twin of mine, and a pattern for me to follow. 

My reality settled back into place. 

“Sorrow, I’m here,” | whispered. 

### 


We awoke at dawn as Sorrow stirred. It had circled us before 
curling up beside Ayla, keeping her warm. After its quiet night, it 
needed to hunt. 

Our horses had remained saddled and untended throughout the 
night. We pulled their saddles and belatedly rubbed them down. Daur 
needed to run, and | could feel his eagerness. We had a long way to 
go today; he’d get his fill. 

“Father, that’s not your horse. Where’d you get it?” 

She was right and wrong. It had been my horse before, and it was 
again. Somehow it had ended up here with us. 

“Ara,” | rasped. “My name is Ara. I’m not really your father, not yet 
anyway.” 

And there she goes, crying again. Don’t ask me where her mother 
is. Just don't. 


Chapter 26 


Westward Home 


Vigil Thorn sat, her body rigid but her face unchecked. Her shock 
denied all masks today. “The Fuga representative will be here shortly 
to meet with us. They’ve arrived in Dungarr, having reviewed the 
village site once more.” 

Akila Thorn balanced her grief with the sudden appearance of a 
new Vigil, one too young to face what Thorn carried in her head and 
heart or what Storm had carried in his. 

“And the Dungarr Basin?” Vigil Moon kept to the topic at hand. 

‘Very quiet, mostly empty jungle, if jungle can ever be so,” said 
Thorn. “The Infernal Horde is gone thanks to your company and their 
brave defense of Lockrun. | have countersigned your reports, your 
kills, and your promotions. Feth if I'll let the King or Snow or even that 
judge try to screw you around. 

“The main village of the Emperors Children was razed with its 
entire population, including the heretics’ Chief, his family, and the 
bone-men. We counted over six hundred bodies, men, women, and 
children.” 

Hart coughed at that, her anxiety going up with every new fact. 

“Inquisitor Hart, are you OK?” Vigil Thorn fretted at the sight of the 
miserable company seated around her. 

“I’m afraid it’s Death Valley all over again,” she replied. “Even 
though we found Ara the morning after, it still took us days to help 
make him right again.” 

“Hart, I’m afraid that it is so much worse than that,” Cat spoke, 
struggling to share what she could. “Vigil Thorn, we are currently on 


the hunt for Vigil Storm. Once we find him, we expect things to 
improve.” 

Akila Thorn was a rare half-breed dark elf, same as Raven, with the 
same strong personality. She knew the Dungarr better than any 
outsider. The Drip didn’t give back that which it had claimed. 

In her grief, Thorn had a confession to make. “I threatened to Kill 
him. Right before he walked off into the forest and disappeared, | 
screamed at him to get the feth out of my sight. He’d somehow 
unlocked the mind of a bone-man and figured out what the Emperor’s 
Children had been doing for years, and | didn’t want to hear it.” 

Raven stood and embraced Akila. “I hit him, hard, twice. My last 
words to him were with my hands.” Raven was still trying to overcome 
her guilt, trying to forgive herself. 

Vigil Moon offered her own candid consolation, “Raven, Akila, with 
all of the torture that Ara endured, | deeply doubt that he’ll remember 
how you said good-bye.” 

Saint Yseria sat up at that remark. “Torture?” 

No one had heard any of the details of Ara Storm’s stay at the 
village of the Emperor's Children, and faces all around the room 
looked at Vigil Moon with dismay. 

Cat realized her mistake. “Excuse me,” she said, running from the 
room. 

Inquisitor Hart followed the young girl out with help from Cynan 
Black, leaving the rest of the room sitting in silence. By the time they 
reached Cat, the young Vigil was completely distraught. 

Cynan looped his arm around Cat’s shoulders and took hold of her 
hands, gently pulling them away from her mouth. “Cat, breathe, speak 
to me, and breathe.” 

“| saw it,” she cried, feeling buried under an enormous weight. 
“Every day, they did something else to him.” Vigil Moon was almost 
thirteen and had always been too young for her Hell-filled visions. 

Desperate in his need to protect her, Cynan Black pulled Cat close. 
He knew how she’d suffered during those unending weeks in Lockrun, 
even if he never understood any of it. Hart reached out and touched 
Cat’s arm, soothing her without a word being spoken. 

Cat took a deep breath and began whispering into her uncle’s 


chest. “Ara was tied down, staked on the ground, naked, for weeks. 
The heretics had stabbed him with a soul dagger, but it didn’t kill him. 
They let the dagger eat him, bit by bit, and every day he’d lose more of 
his soul as he screamed through the pain. In the end, he told them 
what they wanted; he told them ‘Lockrun,’ screaming it, begging that 
they kill him.” 

This last explained everything about the unexpected direction of the 
demonic Horde. Ara had lured them out of the dangerous jungle, 
sending them into the open and onto the walls of his hometown. 

Chale thought Cynan. A pawn to be sacrificed, even as he went for 
their king. 

“| saw a beautiful woman there laughing with the heretics, and at 
night, she was naked on top of him, dominating him. Eventually, the 
beautiful woman left, and Yseria Warric was there, beautiful Yseria, 
doing the same thing, for many more nights. By the end, Ara was 
gone, unrecognizable.” Cat buried her head in Cynan’s chest. 

Hart saw it first. “When you saw Yseria there, did she have a scar 
on her forehead?” 

“What? No, she was perfect.” 

“There was a succubus in the middle of it all,” whispered Hart. “It 
had met Yser back before the Death Valley Massacre, back before the 
ripper almost scalped her. | bet it killed everybody in that village, 
drained them flat before the soldiers arrived. Being an ancient witch 
that could change its appearance, the succubus could tear at souls 
and devour life energy. It had become fixated on Ara before it 
abandoned Maidenhall.” 

“| don’t want to find him now,” Cat wept. “I don’t. I’m scared to see 
him. To see what they did to him, again and again, and | can’t, | can’t 
forgive him for this.” The girl took another breath and sobbed. 

“I think | understand why he asked you to find Laila,” Hart spoke 
calmly. “I think that she’s the only one that he can face among his 
queens. Only she knows what it means to be completely broken, and 
only she can comprehend his experience and his shame.” 

### 

The afternoon meeting with Lord Na’am hadn't been helpful. While 

he confirmed the presence of a succubus, he didn’t know where their 


lost Vigil had ended up. His son had relayed a similar story as Sentinel 
Dirven, confirming the presence of a young man that called himself the 
Storm Lord. In the end, they’d only found two survivors in the whole 
village—a crazy old man and his teenage daughter. Na’am had 
brought them to Dungarr, hoping they’d find a safe place to settle 
outside the jungle. 

### 

“How could we lose Ara’s horse?” Raven was visibly upset and 
unable to cope any further after the emotionally draining day. 

Andy hugged her, not knowing what happened to the beautiful black 
gelding. It had been a terrible, long day, and he was sure that they 
didn’t know the half of it. Cat and Raven were both complete basket 
cases by now, and it was bleeding into the entire group. 

Finally, Juno Hartwell got permission from Vigil Moon to take 
charge, and he rescinded the company’s standing order for the time 
being. In the morning, they would be heading home together, empty- 
handed. 

### 

“The Order of the Vigil is missing one of their valuable seers,” said 
Lord Na’am. “A man known as Storm. It was a most uncomfortable 
meeting.” 

“Father, we had the old man, and he was a seer,” Tila replied. “I am 
sure of that.” 

Tila Na’am was also a seer, born to view the dark winds that flowed 
through the Fuga Realm. The old man had carried a strong wind, one 
as broken and crazy as himself. 

“He might have been the one they were looking for after all, but he 
isn’t that man anymore. He can’t even remember his own name.” 

“He ended their war, father, one that they'd been fighting for almost 
a decade. Perhaps we’d be better off keeping him for ourselves.” Like 
her father, Tila Na’am always saw the bigger picture. 

“And where is he now, daughter?” 

“Riding to the west, father. He took his daughter and rode off while 
you were in your meeting with Vigil Thorn.” 

“Then let him ride. We've already seen enough gray on this trip.” 


Chapter 27 


Fallen Pawn 


Daur’s saddlebags held a few familiar items, some old leather 
straps, a few Storm Company badges, and a change of clothes for a 
Thirteen-year-old girl. | could smell my friend Cat on them. 

“You're in luck,” | said, handing Ayla what appeared to be brand- 
new underclothes and a dress. 

When she was finished changing, | pinned a Storm insignia to her 
left breast. She looked brand new, official, claimed. | still looked like a 
vagrant with a stolen horse. It matched how | felt, the stolen horse that 
is, though he seemed to be in utterly better shape than me and eager 
to run. 

“Why don’t you wear a badge?” she asked. 

“You've already seen why,” | coughed. “My scars are my badge, 
and my home is the home of the Scarred Man.” 

Ayla had spent the first week of our new acquaintance trying not to 
stare. She had thought me a criminal at first, but a criminal wouldn’t 
have lasted more than a day or two under that punishment, and her 
father certainly wouldn't have bothered preserving a bottom feeder. 

“Why were you forced to feed the prisoner?” | liked catching her off 
guard. 

“That woman scared me, and | complained to my father. He—| was 
his favorite,” she struggled. “I think he realized his mistake, and he 
tried to protect me by sending me outside, away from her during the 
day. That’s why | was so slow feeding you. | didn’t want to go back 
inside with her.” 

| made a fair offer as we began our ride west, “Tomorrow, | may ask 


you another question. If | do, you can ask one of me.” 
### 

Her full name was Ayla’dune. It meant ‘fat bird’ or ‘flightless bird’ to 
her people. As a daughter to the Chief, she wouldn't be flying 
anywhere, only laying eggs. 

Don’t blame me. | didn’t pick the name, and | wasn’t the nesting 
type. 

She asked my full name, and | gave her the abbreviated version of 
that, “Ara Storm.” 

“You are almost a Storm Lord!” she replied. “Master Na’am was 
right.” 

| grimaced at the thought, but it was true. | was the Storm Lord as 
much as | was the Scarred Man. Lord Na’am may have known the 
truth, but how could he have reconciled what he saw with who | am? 
Still, | would have to repay the man someday for his kindness. It’s not 
every day that you discover silk pajamas. 

The weather was turning wet as we rode into Barringtown. Ayla still 
carried enough money from Lord Na’am for a decent meal and a room 
for the night. | left her at the Misty Maiden Inn and told her | would 
meet her first thing in the morning. | wouldn’t be far, but | needed to 
run for a while. 

The rain hit hard that night, drowning out the scents and the tracks 
of prey. Sorrow and | spent most of the night in a barn on the outskirts 
of the town, buried beneath the hay. 

Ayla’dune met me at the bridge in the morning. The Inn’s stable 
hands had cared well for our horses. 

“Who’s Vigil Moon?” she asked me. 

“Is that your question for the day?” | replied as we rode across the 
bridge. 

She handed back a smile. “Is that yours?” 

“And that’s two questions. You know the rules.” 

“The innkeeper greeted me this morning as Vigil Moon,” she 
explained. “Asked me if I’d slept well.” 

“| will explain it to you if you can beat me to the next town.” | 
glanced back across the river. 

A tall, dark, and handsome man led his horse out onto the road in 


front of the Inn. | shut my eyes and kicked my heels into Daur. The ride 
was magnificent; the horse ran as he’d never run before, the cool 
morning air streaming past my face. 

Eventually, | had to slow up to allow Ayla to catch us. There’s 
nothing like the thrill of a horse in full gallop beneath you. It’s the 
smoothest, most wonderful of experiences as the horse takes control, 
and | could feel Ayla’s elation bloom. 

“There’s nothing like losing a race to a man in his pajamas,” she 
laughed. “What happened to your clothes?” 

“It rained. | got wet and cold. They needed burning anyway,” | 
rasped. “These are soft and will last me two more days.” 

“And after two more days?” 

| could feel her lightened mood. The meal and the good night's 
sleep had helped her a lot. 

“We'll be home,” | finally answered. 

And there she goes. Just wait until she smells the Garden, then her 
eyes will really start to water. 

### 

The owner of the Misty Maiden Inn bowed again to the Vigil and her 
company as they left. His eyesight was beginning to fail him. He was 
sure that Vigil Moon had been a bit taller and thinner, and with darker 
hair, when he spoke to her earlier this morning. Or maybe it was his 
mind. With all the Order of the Vigil riders passing through these days, 
he might be getting confused. 

### 

The early summer storms finally eased as we rode into Maidenhall 
and wended our way into the Garden that night. The familiar sights, 
sounds, and smells tugged on my senses as we steered carefully 
through the pedestrian crowds. It was still relatively early, not yet 
midnight. We stopped at Mister Layne’s Tailor Shop. Ayla went in for 
some changes of clothes while | stood outside, holding the horses. 

| was relatively clean. Even my beard had quit smelling like an ash 
pile mixed with rabbit’s blood. The plentiful showers during our ride 
south made me stand out as one of the cleaner citizens on the street, 
well that plus my top-class horse and matching pajamas. My eyes 
never left the cobblestones as | watched the watchers, the pair that 


had shadowed us for the last quarter-hour or so. They could be a 
problem, one that | would have to solve soon. 

Ayla’dune joined me outside, holding two large bundles. 

“They didn’t charge me a single mark,” she whispered. “Let’s go 
before they change their minds.” 

“The night is young,” | responded with my usual growl. 

Our next stop was notably quicker. Ayla walked in and out in under 
a minute, handing me a black sheath covering an exquisite short- 
sword. | slipped it on over my pajamas, and we rode off. The weapon 
matched my glaive in weight and relative size. Its presence would 
catch the eye of any predators and hopefully encourage them to keep 
their distance. 

Another follower had joined our little parade, and | began working 
out how to shake the bunch. We dropped our horses at a Storm 
Company funded stable and tack house. The animals needed a lot 
more care than we could provide tonight. Then we hustled out the back 
door and into a sparsely crowded part of the neighborhood. 

Without a horse, | quickly felt my poor state. 

Our clever maneuver wouldn’t work for long, but the small lead 
allowed us to slip into a side alley where | could pull a hidden lever and 
lift a cellar door unseen. The storage cellar was half full of crates and 
barrels. The ceiling above us smelled like spirits and stale ale. 

| pushed two barrels aside and lifted another hidden latch. 

A small door popped open. 

Ayla scampered through ahead of me. 

| swept the dust on the floor back and forth with my hand, hiding our 
footprints, and shut us into a pitch-black corridor. | waited at the door, 
listening, catching my breath. 

After ten minutes, we scurried like rats through a low, dusty hallway, 
feeling our way forward in the damp dark until we found a steel ladder, 
cold to my touch. Climbing, we emerged into the back of a large, clean 
pantry stocked with dry goods. We sat on the floor and listened again. 

The house was empty. 

| gently shut the trapdoor beneath us, throwing the deadbolt on our 
side, and stood up. 

We were home. 


### 

Late the following morning, as sunlight poured in through the 
house’s many windows, we explored the place. The mansion was fully 
furnished throughout, from the kitchen to the bedroom suites on the 
top floor. 

| gave Ayla’dune her pick of the bedrooms on the second floor, but 
she ended up on the couch in my bedroom suite, not wanting to be 
alone. She was used to a longhouse full of an extended family where 
many slept together in the same room. The solitude and quiet were 
foreign to her way of living, not to mention the death of her entire 
family the month before. 

Ayla was a lone survivor, the bright face of an enemy that haunted 
me every moment of the day. | shuddered again and again at the 
thought that I’d helped destroy her younger sisters and everything that 
she loved. How can one forgive that? 

| marveled at the girl’s resilience, her ability to survive the terrible 
loss, and | found myself admiring the young woman’s temerity. | was a 
coward by every measure as | struggled to care for her yet keep her at 
arm’s length. 

The backyard hosted a walled garden with a reinforced gate on the 
back wall. This portal opened into a spacious, gated courtyard, 
complete with a small warehouse and stables. The whole area was 
surrounded by a twelve-foot-high stone wall for security, and a black 
panther peered down on us from the hayloft that ran above the horse 
stalls. 

“Sorrow, you'll scare the horses from up there. Why don’t you come 
with us?” 

The immense cat hopped down and followed us back into the shade 
of our back garden. 

“There’s a butcher on the next block that will be getting a lot of new 
business,” | said. 

“| hope you're not going out like that today,” Ayla replied. 

“Of course not. These are my pajamas. | only go out with them at 
night.” 

“Has anyone told you that you are a bit too dramatic? | mean, | saw 
you run from Barringtown, and you never answered my question.” 


“Which one?” | didn’t mind playing dumb. | was a natural. 

“Who is Vigil Moon, and why are you hiding from her?” 

“Pll tell you on one condition: that you choose a new name as my 
adopted sister. Your old name no longer fits. You most certainly have 
flown.” 

| couldn't bare my soul to anyone but family, and the Divine knows 
I’d already shown plenty to this girl, but that didn’t count. 

Ayla gave it some thought, tapping her chin and enjoying the 
pleasant setting of the garden. Sorrow napped nearby. 

“Ayla’dune still fits,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

“Ayla’dune Storm, sister to the Storm Lord,” | pronounced with a 
raspy flair. 

She offered me a comical bow. “The Storm Lord, may he reign 
forever in his pajamas!” 

“OK! As my gift to you, | will change my clothes.” 

“And?” she looked at me, pleading. 

“A bath too?” | said in disbelief. 

Ayla folded her arms and nodded. 

“Now, | see why your father sent you outside.” 

She showed me her tongue. 

“While I’m getting cleaned up, | need you to help your older brother 
out today, running a few errands to get us safely settled.” 

She began to offer me another bow, but | caught her up in a hug 
instead. 

“My family never bows to me,” | whispered in her ear. “But hugs are 
allowed.” 

Ayla leaned into me, finally letting some of her sorrow and anxiety 
leak away in the warmth of the sunlight around us. 

How can one forgive that? 

“So, what do you need?” she asked. 

“Number one on my list is some new pajamas.” | showed her the 
current state of my garb. 

My side still leaked, a yellow-orange stain ruining the soft fabric. My 
lungs didn’t seem to work as they should, and | had a perpetual gasp 
in my voice. It matched my old man persona perfectly well. 

“How about a doctor, too?” she offered. 


“| will take care of that soon enough. In the meantime, we also need 
the horses back in our own stables. Daur is a bit too recognizable by 
the rest of my family.” 

“Which brings me back to my question,” she said. 

“We'll discuss it further tonight. | promise.” 


Chapter 28 
Silk Pajamas 


Arriving road-weary and empty-handed, Company Storm found 
Sturgess Hall a welcome relief. The company was stressed but stable 
with its cohesive bond around the anchor that was Vigil Enricata Moon. 

The week of riding back from Dungarr had given Cat a chance to 
process her visions and carefully share some of the savage details 
with the tight-knit crew. It gave them a new perspective and a sense of 
Ara’s experience that bolstered their determination to recover their 
leader and friend. Cat had skipped some of the more impactful details 
and though glad that she’d reunited the company, she didn’t know 
what to do next. Sorrows Twin had never been found, and Cat was 
worried that he might be farther away than she could admit. 

Ben Heck made his good-byes and escorted Laila back to her home 
in the Garden. They had plenty of catching up to do with the comings 
and goings in the Garden of the King, the hub for the city’s 
unsanctioned happenings. 

Cat promised to visit Laila the following day to discuss their 
relationship and the balance needed to sustain them both. 

The sentinels and bodyguards all hit their beds while Cat sat with 
Lynda, Hart, and Raven in their shared living room on the third floor, 
trying to work out a plan. 

“Where do you think he is now?” Lynda asked, her sharp mind 
pushing hard on a wall of frustration. 

This nightmare situation was her first major experience with the life 
of Vigil Storm, and she was completely out of her depth. That said, she 
looked stronger for having spent two weeks in the saddle with 


everyone. Her gaze missed little of the company around her, a trait 
that would help her in the future. 

Cat only shook her head, unable to offer a reasonable guess. 
Perhaps Ara no longer existed as she knew him; this thought scared 
her more than she would admit. 

“Would you tell us more about what you saw?” Raven needed to 
connect with Ara in any way possible. Her weeks of mourning wouldn’t 
give up their ground that easily. 

Raven knew that Cat and Ara were deeply connected, having grown 
up together in Lockrun, and that Cat would catch visions of Ara at his 
most dire moments. As Vigil Moon, her clear sight ability continued to 
grow, but, for the moment, it didn’t help. 

Cat held to a hard-fought certainty. “No, but | can tell you that he will 
appear one day, and he will recover. He always does.” 

“How do you know that?” Raven pressed. 

Her faith had been torn down and was slow to be rebuilt in the dark 
light of loss. Every day that passed without Ara scored another line in 
Raven’s heart and soul, wearing her down, like a curse, like the Black, 
with emptiness and guilt. 

“How do you not?” said Cat. “You are the light for his moth, more 
than any of us.” 

“Then why isn’t he here?” 

“Rae, he would burn if he saw you now. Your candle is too bright,” 
Hart explained. “Same goes for Lynda and possibly Cat.” 

“What about you?” said Lynda. 

“| don’t know. Being Ara’s inquisitor, | can’t help him if | can’t see 
him. | know that at times he’s afraid of me, afraid of hurting me, or, as 
he is with Raven, afraid of my reproach.” 

“So, Laila,” Raven admitted for everyone present. 

They all agreed. 

### 

The next morning was driven by meetings with Judge Small. He 
received all of their reports and those from Vigil Thorn. Official word of 
Lockrun’s attack and survival had already reached the King. 

Cat received a letter from her father asking her to return home as 
soon as possible. He bragged about a well-stocked supply of coffee 


and asked that she thank Cynan Black again for his service to the city. 
Duke Ragir had promised to rebuild the south wall before winter. The 
city didn't need wolves wandering its streets. 

Lord Small thought that their recent victory would buy them plenty of 
time to solidify their current standing. Still, the Order of the Vigil was 
also visiting Maidenhall and would not officially acknowledge Vigil 
Moon due to her overly young age. 

Here Roger Small smiled and looked at Lynda, “Vigil Snow has 
come to the capital to check on his daughter. He’s brought a few of his 
own to back him up.” 

“Well, I’m eager to hear his opinion on the whole matter,” Lynda 
Snow replied. “His daughter is doing fine here and isn’t planning on 
leaving her post.” 

She was the Company Storm consul, first and foremost. If her father 
was hoping to get anywhere with her, he should have sent her brother 
down from Stonnberg. Meryl Snow was a natural diplomat and a boon 
for Vigil Snow in the court of Duke Ragir. As Lynda’s older brother, he 
had a strong pull on her heart as well as her decisions. 

Lord Small was on her side. “There is a balance to be struck 
between the Order’s rules and Maidenhall’s need for a Vigil. As Consul 
for our Vigil-in-residence, you will have to make a case for validating 
Enricata’s ascension. I’ve done my best with the King and the lord 
general of the Army, but detractors still hide behind the curtains of the 
Royal court.” 

“At least we know that my father won't be hiding behind anyone 
when we see him.” 

“Vigil Moon, any word that you can share about Vigil Storm? Did 
you find any sign of him?” The judge had admired Ara’s commitment to 
his city. In his eyes, Ara Storm was an irreplaceable loss for everyone. 

“He will be back with us soon. Our trip helped us reassemble the 
company. We will continue to protect the city and search for our lost 
Vigil.” 

Small bowed to Vigil Moon. “You have my full support in the matter.” 

### 

Vigil Enricata Moon fought for patience as she sat across the table 

from Vigil Meryck Snow. She was undaunted by the iron will of the 


older man. “We are needed here. What could anyone gain by our 
absence from Maidenhall?” 

Cat had Inquisitor Hart and Lynda Snow backing her up for the 
meeting with Lord Snow and his retinue. Doctor Loeb, Warden 
Hartwell, and Captain Glenn sat beside their Vigil. So far, only the 
Vigils had spoken. 

“Security,” replied Snow. “As both you and Lynda can attest, things 
are considerably safer in a smaller, more controlled environment. 
Maidenhall is rife with politics and criminal organizations. | wouldn't 
want my daughter to walk down the street here by herself, day or night, 
and certainly not while outside the Royal Quarter.” 

“How many walls does Lockrun have right now?” Cat responded. 
“We have a hundred times the resources here to deal with any 
threats.” Her mention of Lockrun wasn’t an accident. 

“What more can you tell us about Lockrun?” Snow asked. “Why did 
the Horde attack there again?” 

“It was Ara’s to protect, and it was his best chance to destroy the 
demonic Horde and weaken the power of the Emperor's Children in 
the Dungarr Basin. Its walls, in part, ended the long campaign for Vigil 
Thorn.” 

“You were there, in Lockrun. How could he risk you?” Snow had his 
priorities well aligned to the needs of the Order. 

“He didn’t. He told me to leave five days before the Horde arrived.” 

“It is my understanding from Vigil Thorn that Ara was lost in the 
Basin for almost a month before the attack arrived up in Lockrun. Can 
you explain how he spoke to you shortly before the attack?” 

“No, and have you ever been able to explain your reality as Vigil 
Snow?” 

Snow shook his head. 

“And where is Ara now?” said Loeb. 

“We have no idea.” Cat’s anxiety was evident in her tone. 

“Have you heard from him since the week before the battle for 
Lockrun?” 

“No, but we know he’ll be found.” 

Lord Snow held to the same skepticism as Loeb. “Miss Ramsey, 
how do you know?” 


Lynda Snow had heard enough. “That, | can tell you, father. Ara 
Storm survives because we are connected to him, and we won’t let 
him go. He will walk into Hellfire or the Dungarr Drip for us if he sees a 
threat that he can remove, no matter the personal cost. 

“| can speak for myself in saying that | am a more selfish person 
than Ara. | could never let him go or walk away from him. He knows 
this, and he will return to us when he is able.” 

Snow saw his daughter through new eyes. “That sounds entirely 
like love, Dear.” 

“Yes, it does, Lord Snow. What other lasting connection is there in 
this world?” Hart responded, taking control and setting everyone 
straight. “If you want to know more, | suggest having a chat with 
Walker Grey or Cynan Black before you leave.” 

“The Grey Walker is here?” Captain Glenn asked. “With Cynan 
Black?” 

Cat smiled. “They’re my bodyguards and uncles. What more could 
you offer me in Berykholt?” 

### 

Uncle Cynan had never been to the Garden of the King, so Cat 
delayed their trip to Laila’s, waiting for evening to descend on the 
Lower Districts. Her two imposing bodyguards walked behind her, 
scanning the crowds as they all enjoyed the casual route through the 
city’s most vibrant, nocturnal neighborhood. The company’s sentinels 
walked loosely around them, with Mott and Cilli leading the way. No 
one needed an excuse for a night out in the Garden following their 
many weeks on the road. They would all end up at the Scarred Man 
Pub before too long. 

Along the way, Cat spied Mister Layne’s shop and pulled Lynda 
inside. Lynda’s formal dresses were great for her job, but she needed 
something more fitting for the casual quarter of her life. Something 
elegant, but with a bit more Laila in it. 

After taking her measurements, Master Layne promised that he’d 
have several outfits ready for her by the following night and that she 
should come back for a quick fitting. 

“Miss Ramsey, any news of Master Storm?” he asked as they were 
finishing up. “He was my favorite customer, you know, and I'd heard he 


was ill.” 

Cat shook her head, trying not to look down. 

Master Layne handed them a parcel, “Please give this to his sister 
for me. | meant to have it done sooner, but the other orders kept 
getting in the way. | hope she likes it.” 

### 

Hart, Lynda, and Cat found Laila waiting anxiously for their arrival at 
her townhouse. Ben Heck sat with her, keeping her occupied with 
matters of business and security around the Garden. Laila employed 
dozens of experienced hands to watch the streets for potentially hostile 
visitors. The bartenders at the Scarred Man were also ex-Coven hands 
and major sources of information for Ben and Laila at the end of every 
night. Very little of interest happened in the area that didn’t reach their 
ears. 

“Master Layne sent this over with us,” said Cat. “He said he was 
sorry that it was late.” 

Laila unwrapped the parcel. “It isn’t mine.” She held up a soft, silk 
nightshirt, dark blue with pink flowers embroidered into the sleeves. 
“Might have fit when | was thirteen, but | don’t think Master Layne has 
ever been that late with an order.” 

Ben pointed out, “The tag says A.S.” 

“Ara Storm is A.S.” Hart chuckled. “Could his taste in clothes have 
changed that much?” 

“It looks like it would fit me,” said Cat. “But I’ve never had silk 
pajamas.” 

“It's yours, but the next time you're in that shop, you must get one 
for my sister Hart. She looks like she could use a good night's sleep.” 

“We'll get one for you too, Laila. I’m sure Master Layne has your 
measurements memorized.” 

“Of course. Any word from my brother?” 

“Not yet.” Cat was more than tired of that unchanging question and 
answer. 

Laila’s connection with Ara had always been in her favor. Ara walled 
off the difficulties he faced while at the same time pulling Laila back 
together with his healing energy. Laila’s biggest stumbling block was 
her guilt at not being able to help Ara in his hour of need. 


Cat took Laila’s hand in hers, the women’s anxiety settling down at 
the girl’s touch. “We think that if Ara is found, it will be by you before 
any of us,” she explained. “If he’s out there and wanted us to help him, 
we would have found him by now. Either he’s lost himself completely, 
or he’s decided to remain hidden.” 

Hart offered their current line of thinking, “We surmise that Ara is 
afraid of Cat and me, and Raven too. He told Cat to find you in 
Maidenhall, but he didn’t mention anyone else. Only you, Laila. What 
do you think that means?” 

“No pressure, huh?” Laila half-smiled. “If Ara’s looking to me for 
help, he must be horribly ill. Unfortunately, neither Ben nor | have 
heard any word of the Scarred Man being seen around here of late.” 

Lynda was thinking in a similar direction. “Ben, what are the rumors 
in the Garden about Ara? What are people saying?” 

“It’s the same everywhere in the Lower Districts. They think that he 
died in the Dungarr Campaign or was carted off to Hell by the Devil 
himself, though that second part is more of a wish by some than a 
rumor. A few Ex-Coven still curse his name.” 

Laila sat up at that news. “Who? Tell me their names, Ben.” 

“Relax. | know their names and the amount of booze they were 
consuming at the time to reach that conclusion.” 

It had been less than a year since the emergence of the Scarred 
Man and the Death Valley Massacre that had shattered the local 
criminal underworld. While enormous work had been done to convert 
the surviving agents into a more protective force for the Lower 
Districts, there were still plenty of hands that relished the former 
regime and its ruthless aggression. 

Lynda was puzzled. “Laila, why would Master Layne tell us that he’d 
heard your brother was ill? He isn’t one to confuse people, right?” 

“Not in his line of work,” Laila spoke proudly. “I bet he could tell you 
Ara’s measurements off the top of his head, and I’m sure that Ara 
hasn't been there for months.” 

Sevin, Walker, and Cynan were outside, eagerly awaiting their 
chance to join the rest of the company at the Pub. The women 
emerged from their conference and walked away up the street. Sevin 
ran to escort Hart, and the paladins had no choice but to follow. 


Cynan looked about, confused. “Cat, what gives? Isn’t the Pub in 
the other direction?” 

“We'll only be a minute, Uncle. We need to buy some silk pajamas,” 
she called back over her shoulder. “If you come along, I'll buy you 
some too!” 

Walker Grey chimed in, “Are you sure our niece isn’t part-demon? 
At least a quarter. Maybe a half?” 

“| wouldn't bet against it,” Cynan replied. “I’ve seen her when we’d 
run out of coffee in Lockrun.” 

Cat returned the original nightshirt to Master Layne, saying that their 
other sister would pick it up later and that they each wanted one just 
like it in their own size. 

“Master Layne, would you happen to know my _ brother's 
measurements?” Laila asked. “I’m thinking of getting him a gift to help 
him feel better.” 

“Of course. Could | suggest his current favorite? Some men’s 
sleeping pants in a darker color, like blue or green with a matching 
long-sleeved silk shirt.” 

“But doesn’t my brother prefer short-sleeves or even sleeveless?” 

“Not anymore. It seems that his tastes have recently changed.” 

“When did you last see him, Master Layne?” Cat remained hopeful 
for a lead. 

“Not for months, but | never forget a size.” 

The hunt for Ara Storm seemed to be hitting another dead-end, but 
Lynda wasn’t about to be put off. “When was his last order?” 

“This morning, his sister picked it up. Silk Pajamas. | never knew 
that he liked them.” 

“Master Layne, please prepare my brother's gift, but save it for me 
to pick up as a surprise. And for Hart’s silk nightshirt, make it extra 
short.” 

“Laila!” the other three squawked in unison. 

Laila scoffed. “What? She’s not the one that'll be looking at it. Now, 
where is my Ben?” 


Chapter 29 


Sisters and Saints 


Gideon Weeks stepped gingerly through the bedroom door, looking 
around. An older man, perhaps the girl’s father, lay in the large bed. 
The shade was drawn tightly against the afternoon sun, leaving little 
light, but enough to know the man didn’t have long to live. Gideon 
could smell the sickness upon his breath from across the room. 

“Sir, | was given a note to meet someone here with some urgency,” 
said Weeks. “Sorry for the intrusion. Please excuse me.” 

“Mister Weeks,” | rasped. “I’m not dead yet. At least leave us a key 
or two.” 

Ayla brushed past the confused man and threw open the window 
shade. 

| was braced for it. 

Weeks had to take a step back in his shock. He finally spoke, 
“Master Storm? Is that you?” 

“As sure as Otison Gambol is eating worms right now,” | coughed. 

“Ara, that doesn’t even make any sense,” said Ayla. “Wouldn't the 
worms be eating the—never mind.” 

She was getting anxious, flustered at the leak in my side and the 
ever more grayish tone of my skin. It was catching up with my beard 
and the hair on my head. 

“Mister Weeks, I’m Ayla, Ara’s sister. We’ve moved in but could use 
some keys so that he doesn’t have to get up to let me in and out all the 
time, and a doctor, but someone you can trust. Someone that won’t 
spill to the locals that he’s here.” 

| felt the man’s confusion. Ayla didn’t look at all like my sister, not 


any of them. Her darker hair and eyes, her prominent cheeks all 
pointed to a wholly different line. 

“I’m fairly sure that no one would recognize him anyway, but | would 
suggest someone from the Army Corps. They seem to be experts in 
treating severe wounds,” said Weeks. “I know a captain that could 
help.” 

“At the butcher’s up the block, please set up a Storm Company 
account tonight,” | said. 

“Already done, Sir. Master Heck uses them for the Pub across the 
way.” 

“Great. How is the Pub doing?” 

It was my first business, but more of a hobby. Gideon Weeks and 
Ben Heck did most, if not all, of the work. 

“Turning a profit, the past couple months, what with your company 
out of town,” he smiled. 

“| think that is about to change,” | winced back. 

“Is Laila back?” 

“| expect so,” | said. “But, please don’t mention seeing me.” 

“Here are some keys. There are more stashed in the breadbox in 
the pantry,” said Weeks. “I will send for the doctor immediately.” 

### 

“What about your family?” Ayla’dune asked. “Your sister Laila?” 

“They have their orders, and | have mine,” | replied. 

“What are your orders?” 

“| made a promise to protect them. If they saw me like this, it would 
hurt them terribly.” 

“It hurts me to see you like this,” she countered. 

“Not compared to some.” 

“What will your family do?” 

“Try to find me.” 

Ayla failed to comprehend my insanity. She faltered as she sat 
there on the edge of the bed. Her keen mind searched about the Mad 
Black that ruled my world, unable to find me beneath it. 

“You, you're crazy.” 

“Ayla’'dune, now you understand why | can’t let them see me. 
Please, run to the butcher’s shop. Find something big enough for 


Sorrow and bring it here. She gets hungry at night, and there’s a pub 
full of half-stewed patrons right across the street.” 
### 

The doctor left, hanging a checkered flag on the front gate. He 
didn’t know what the man had, but it was a disease, a sickness that he 
didn’t know how to cure. It could be contagious and had to be flagged 
as such. 

Maybe if the man started eating again, but no. The doctor had seen 
it too many times before, men begging to die, deciding for themselves 
in the face of gross suffering or long-term decay. He couldn't help, 
other than placing a flag and filing a report with the city. Until the man 
changed his mind and grabbed his horse by the reins, the ride was 
only one way, down. 

### 

Ayla snuck out the back gate, wiping away her tears. The doctor 
hadn’t been any help, the sun was well up, and she had things to do. 
She found a medic not too far from Mister Layne’s tailor shop and 
bought some better bandages—anything to keep Ara from staining his 
favorite pajamas. It wasn’t only his side, but his wrists and ankles too. 
They all leaked blood and other substances, and Ayla couldn't sleep at 
the thought of waking up in the morning to yet another family member 
dead. He was her last. 

She picked up a small parcel from Mister Layne’s, a comfortable 
nightshirt that she couldn’t wear in front of her brother. He wouldn't 
allow that. She had her own bedroom for a reason, he said, but she 
had yet to use it. The couch in his room was her spot for the time 
being. 

Then she hurried to Spencer’s, the butcher shop, which was on the 
way home. The fresh bone was heavy with marrow and scraps of 
meat. Sorrow had been waiting patiently in the back lot for breakfast 
when Ayla left. 

Having the key to the gates and house helped immensely. No more 
stairs for her brother. They’d ridden all the way from Fugaku, and he’d 
never complained, well, except about the hard beds in Dungarr and a 
few dozen other things, but he didn’t complain now that he was home. 
She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. If you were alive, there was 


always something that set you on edge, something to ruin your day if 
you let it. Venting was a part of survival. 

FETH! 

She was having trouble getting the key into the back gate, her 
hands being too full and her eyes too wet. 

“Who the Hell are you?” yelled the man, grabbing her arm away 
from the gate and spilling her morning on the ground. 

She shook for a moment in fright, the image of her father jumping 
across her mind. She looked down and braced herself for the coming 
strike. The man above her was large, severe. She held her breath. 

A deep growl trickled down from the wall above, a drizzle before a 
rainstorm. 

The man let go of her arm and stepped back. He froze, seeing the 
shadow-cat sitting a mere six feet above him, its eyes glowing red in 
broad daylight. Slowly, he reached down and tossed the big bone up 
over the wall. 

The beast and its growling disappeared. 

Examining the bandages strewn on the ground and the thin foreign 
girl, he gasped, “Dear Saints.” 

He tapped his head and pointed. 

Grabbing the keys from the girl’s hand, he unlocked the gate. His 
voice was softer yet urgent, “Where is he?” 

“Top floor. Are you a doctor?” 

“Grab your things and follow me. Leave the gate unlocked.” 

### 

The window remained wide open in the mornings. It cleared the 
fetid air, and the indirect sunlight was gentle enough for sleep. Sorrow 
was hungry, and Ayla had gone shopping for a fresh bone. Heavy 
footsteps ran through the back garden and into the house, followed by 
a second set, way smaller than the first, worried, Ayla, also running. 

Maybe the doctor was back with a cure already. 

The bedroom door opened, pulling a stronger breeze through the 
room. Why hadn't | thought of that? 

A familiar man entered the room. He looked pissed. 

“Hello, Ben,” | hissed, but not in an unfriendly way. 

He looked away, peering out the window for a moment. 


“Don’t jump, if that’s what you’re thinking,” | coughed, knocking 
something loose. 

Ayla arrived with an arm full of bandages, taking a wide berth 
around Ben Heck. 

“Ara?” he finally spoke. 

“In the failing flesh.” 

“It’s not his flesh that’s failed,” Ayla wept. “His heart is gone.” 

More footsteps raced through the back garden, too many to count 
now. 

“Sorrow is a lousy guard dog, don’t you think? She lets everyone in 
here,” | rasped. “Ben, meet Ayla Storm, my sister. | don’t know when 
she’s last eaten or slept.” 

Ben turned without another word and left the room. 

In his stead, another set of feet pounded on the stairs, coming up as 
he was going down. 

“Please prop me up a bit more,” | asked Ayla. “It seems to help.” 

She dropped her bandages on the floor and began wedging soft 
things behind me. Then she walked over to her couch and sat down 
quietly. 

The Proof of Saints, right there. Her couch would soon be a relic. 
My stalling at an end, | looked at the doorway. A woman stood there, 
holding Sorrow. 

“Cat?” | asked as she walked into the room. 

The woman trembled as she approached. It wasn’t Cat. 

“Brother,” she whispered, lunging, plunging the fang-dagger into my 
side, piercing my fetid wound. 

It should have hurt a lot more than it did. 

She held Sorrow in place, and | wrapped my arms around her, 
pulling her close in a hug of mutual desperation. 

Black smoke spewed into the room, filling it, overwhelming the 
breeze with its intensity. Slowly the pressure in my lungs eased, the 
vile strain dissipating along with the pestilent cloud of dark energy. 

My emaciated soul climbed from its loathsome, hellish pit, gawked 
at the damage, and resumed its position around what was left of my 
heart. 

“You're going to pull it out, right?” | said, still holding Laila tightly. 


Her lips pressed to my forehead, tears dripping onto my face. I'd 
never seen her cry before this moment, and she’d always had plenty to 
mourn. 

“The dagger?” she whispered. 

“Yes, the dagger. Are you feeling better now?” 

She leaned back and looked at my face. “My heart has returned to 
my chest if that’s what you’re asking.” 

Laila's haggard face was thinner, and her eyes clung to mine as 
they pleaded with her to stay. | could see that Cat had found Laila and 
done her best to carry the woman forward. It was my turn to lean on 
that sound connection for a bit. 

“Mine too,” | said. “Ayla, your hands are empty. Please help out 
your brother by gently removing the dagger from his side. Then bring 
the mean-looking dagger to the mean-looking man downstairs. He 
won't bite.” 

“Nice house. Where’d you get that black lawn ornament in the 
backyard?” said Laila. 

“You feed it, and I'll give you half.” 

“| rode to Dungarr to find you. Every one of us did.” 

Somehow, | found that to be more touching than a fang-dagger in 
my side. Laila was a city girl, through and through. 

“How did you find me?” 

“We both shop at the same tailor, but only one of us wears silk 
pajamas.” 

Not the deep explanation | was expecting, but it worked. 

“Help me into the bath?” 

Laila and | had long gotten past the sight of seeing each other in the 
most compromising of conditions. This experience, more than 
anything, cemented her position in my life. 

“That's a great idea, but we better make it quick. I’ve got the feeling 
that you'll be having company soon.” 


Chapter 30 


Sister Storm 


Who needs a doorknocker? With my open back window, | could 
hear all the horses arriving and the many footsteps running through the 
garden. Ben had someone out buying fresh hay and feed. Someone 
else had filled the water troughs. Sorrow was safely tucked away on 
the far side of my bed, sleeping off her late breakfast. 

It had taken both Laila and Ayla’dune to get me out of my bath and 
into my last clean pair of silk pajamas. Laila blushed for the young 
woman while Ayla scoffed back at her. 

Storm sisters. Who knew? 

| made sure that | was presentable, propped up, and tucked in as 
the first visitor climbed the stairs. Laila had gone downstairs to warn 
everyone while Ayla sat on her couch, eating soup and watching me. 
She had shown me her new pajamas, and | pointed out the door. Ayla 
had her own room and could use it. Just because her brother was an 
exhibitionist didn’t mean that my little sister would be one too. 

My vocal cords had been severely damaged during my time in 
Happy Valley, but at least my lungs were finally filling with air. | 
sounded a few years younger than | did yesterday, even if | still looked 
twice my age, maybe more. We could replace that broken mirror in the 
bathroom. 

They had sent up the paladins first, being hardened and somewhat 
less likely to faint at the sight of me. Walker Grey and Cynan Black 
didn’t faint, but | would say that they both swayed a little near the 
doorway. 

“Thank you both for Lockrun,” | rasped, giving them each a chance 


to lift their chins and find their tongues. 

Laila and Lockrun were strong starts for whoever was in charge 
downstairs. It had to be Cat running the show. She would have 
planned for this well before the pajama party invitations had been sent. 

“You'd already paid us in advance for that,” Cynan offered a bow. 

“She’s everything that I’m not, isn’t she?” | said. “How’d she do with 
the company?” 

“Vigil Enricata Moon is in charge,” Cynan replied. “She could lift us 
all out of Hell, and she had to do it before we could even attempt to 
find you.” 

It was an apt description, and | was in dire need of a similar lift. 

“Vigil, what happened to you?” said Walker Grey. He’d experienced 
something similar the previous year. 

“It was Death Valley all over again, only this time | was the suicidal 
fether that went in alone.” | tried to smile. 

We stuck to shared interests. The paladins gave me a detailed 
rundown on the battle for Lockrun and the state of the company. | was 
suitably impressed and proud, and also relieved that the company had 
survived. 

“Sevin took down a Hell-knight? Then who was guarding Hart?” 

“Sevin was with her until his brother got knocked flat. He left Mott 
with Hart and came running in to finish off the beast,” said Cynan. “It 
was past midnight, and the Hell-knight wouldn't go down, even with 
‘Cillian the Red’ hanging from its back.” 

It was good to know that | wasn’t the only crazy one in the House. 

“| can see that you destroyed another one yourself, Cynan.” 

“It was midday, and the alpha was vastly slower,” he shrugged. 

“And then he threw its body down the hill at the waiting Horde,” 
Grey chuckled. “I wish I’d been there to see that.” 

“| felt the need to motivate them. We could only cover one wall of 
the town.” 

“Besides the Hell-knight, how many did you kill?” 

“| got at least eight from my horse. Walker here held the top of the 
wall and took down thirteen. Juno rode his horse as well and got at 
least six. Captain Hartwell seems to have spent most of his life in the 
saddle. The company accounted for at least forty-one out of the sixty 


demons killed.” 

“| couldn't have done any better. The next round is on me,” | 
offered. “And watch out for Laila. She’s feeling awfully frisky today.” 

“Already noted, Sir.” Cynan departed with a grin. 

Seeing Laila and the paladins would get me through the day, maybe 
even the night. I’d spent weeks in Happy Valley surviving one hour to 
the next and didn’t remember feeling as terrified as | did now, sitting in 
my favorite pajamas in my quiet room. 

| reached my hand down from the bed, and Sorrow licked away the 
fear. Good dog. 

“Sir,” another visitor. 

| turned toward the door. Sevin stood there, escorting Hart. My last 
doctor was a quack. 

“Sister, what do you see?” 

Hart smiled in the middle of her tears, saying “Sorrows Twin has 
been found.” 

“Will he survive?” 

“His inner walls have kept out his darker side, and the black poison 
is gone.” 

“That sounds like half an answer.” 

“It’s half the battle,” she said. “The Enemy has been repulsed; the 
walls still stand, but they are on fire.” 

Poetic. In other words, nothing a bloody nose could fix this time, but 
| knew that already. 

“Sevin, a Hell-knight. Well done,” | noted the man’s new strength, 
doing what | did best. “Our paladins spoke highly of you all.” 

“Vigil, Ara, your sword,” he said quietly. 

He hung Exile, with its spotted leather scabbard, on the weapons 
rack right next to the new sword. The sight of my familiar weapon 
bolstered me, a simple reminder of better days. 

“Thank you. Somehow Daur ended up in the stable outside.” 

“Is this your house?” he asked. 

“This is our house,” | replied. “Hart, might | suggest taking the other 
suite that overlooks the back garden? It’s positively pleasant in the 
morning, and you can hear everything.” 

Sevin bowed and led Hart away. The pair hadn’t made it more than 


two steps into the room. 

Juno and Mott were next up, my officers also hugging the door. 

“Captain Hartwell,” | smiled at the tall man. “Thank you for all that 
you did during my absence. Both of you. How is the company doing?” 

“A sight better than you, sir. Nice pajamas, by the way,” Mott 
answered for the two of them. He was a scout, taught to speak his 
mind, and his light-hearted candor reminded me that | was still a part 
of that brotherhood. 

“Is ‘Cillian the Red’ working out?” 

“Quite well, Vigil, though we’re still working on slowing him down a 
bit.” 

“Juno, how is Vigil Moon?” 

“To be candid, sir, you can pick any one of her fingers, and you'll 
find one of us wrapped around it.” 

“Story of my life right there,” | said. 

It was great to see them both. Juno and Mott were the backbone of 
command for Company Storm. They'd done their best holding things 
together, while | had failed to do the same. 

“Have you met my new sister, Ayla’dune?” | asked. “She’s the sole 
survivor of her entire village. Her father, Chief Tilikum, put her in 
charge of keeping me alive, and by doing so, he saved her life. | still 
take credit for his decision.” 

Ayla sat up straight at my offhand remark. “How so?” 

“| was the one that taught him to hedge his bets,” | replied, leaving 
Ayla with a puzzled look on her face. 

“Vigil Thorn told us they’d found more than six hundred bodies 
burned among the ruins,” said Juno Hartwell. It was his job to know 
and record those tallies. 

| was too exhausted to tremble visibly. “It was the Death Valley 
Massacre all over again.” 

“Sir?” Juno wasn’t aware of last year’s events in Maidenhall. 

Mott looked overly shaken by my last comment. | thanked them 
again for their duty and promised to visit with them soon. 

Ayla spoke, “You were calmer in the village than you are now. 
Aren’t these your friends?” 

“| haven’t seen them in a long time, and they may have changed. It 


scares me.” 

“No, you’re scared of yourself. You’re the one that has changed. 
You released the cord of your life, and you're afraid to pick it up again.” 

The fierce young woman fought the battle with me, clinging to the 
only person left in her life. Feeling astounded by her courage, | 
lamented the fact that I’d hidden everything from her. 

“Ayla, knowing that | killed your entire family, knowing that | killed 
everyone in your village, would you want me to?” 

“But—you didn’t. That witch woman did it,” she said. “And those 
Fuga men that burned the village were only there to clean it up.” 

“Why was the witch woman there?” 

“Brabin, my step-brother, brought her.” 

“And who told Brabin to come to the village?” 

“My father, but | don’t know why he sent for Brabin,” she admitted. 

“I'd brought a special gift for Brabin. He had to come home to collect 
it,” | explained. “Your father was proud and so eager to extend the 
reach of his domination.” 

Ayla looked at her empty bowl and then at the floor. | could see her 
sharp mind working as sunlight crept further into the room with the 
afternoon. Sorrow rolled into it, soaking up the warmth. 

Ayla spoke, still sounding uncertain. “That evil witch came and 
stayed because of you.” 

| nodded at her soft accusation. 

Ayla was another Storm sister, smart and perceptive. “You didn’t 
want her to leave. Even after everything that she did to you, you 
wouldn't let her leave, and you wouldn't die,” her voice grew stronger 
with her certainty. 

“Why do you think my family is all downstairs,” | said. “While I’m up 
here?” 

“I’m going to my room,” she said, picking up her bowl and her 
pajamas. The rest of her meager possessions remained scattered on 
the floor around her couch. She’d be back once she remembered her 
name. 

“Please bring the bowl downstairs to Mister Heck and ask him for 
dinner when you're ready. Also, please say hello to everyone while 
you're there.” 


The girl walked out silently. | took a breath and began to count in 
my head. At the count of twenty-seven, the screaming began. 

At the count of seventy-five, Cat appeared at my door. She leaned 
against the doorframe with her arms folded. She’d already known what 
| looked like, had known for weeks, so she wasn’t entirely impressed. 

“Hi, Cat,” | said, searching her bright hazel eyes. 

It had been many months, and I'd missed her terribly. 

“Don't ‘Hi Cat’ me, Ara Storm, or the next person you see will be 
Yseria Warric. She’s sitting downstairs feeling terribly confused, 
wondering why she’s a witch, while Lynda Snow tries talking that 
swamp girl down from the ceiling.” 

“That was mean, wasn’t it?” 

Was it worse than ‘Sit right here?’ 

“Everything you do is mean,” she said. “You kill, you destroy, 
everything and everyone around you. | saw the Death Valley 
Massacre, and | saw the Dungarr Massacre. The only difference 
between the two were the tools you used to get the job done. Rippers 
or a succubus, a swift, savage death or a slow one.” 

We were always on the same page. 

“You have to be mean to be a Vigil. You have to make the decisions 
that will end the Infernal presence for good, without any regret,” | 
replied. 

Cat came over and stood by my bed, ignoring the night-demon in 
the room. “Ara, you are wrong about one important thing, among 
many. It’s not about regret. It's about your humanity. When you do 
your duty, you walk off the map, losing your mind, or your soul, or both, 
being unable to face what you’ve done, and you take us with you 
whether we like it or not. 

“I’ve seen what they do to you. | cry with you in those moments. | 
scream in disbelief and sorrow as you fade away.” 

It had been a horrible ordeal for her too. 

She paused and took a deep breath. “Ara, | begged for you to die 
so that the visions would stop. You are my dearest friend in all the 
world, being undone, again and again in my mind, and | couldn't 
handle it anymore.” 

“And yet you came looking for me after it was over, and | was gone. 


Why’d you do that?” 

Sorrow climbed up on the bed and leaned against me. | scratched 
her behind the ears, and she purred, three hundred pounds of black 
death purring at my fingertips. 

“Because I’m human, Ara Storm, and | love you. | know what that 
means because of you, growing up with you as my big brother when | 
didn’t have a mother or a sister to watch over me.” Cat cried in her 
frustration, “Didn’t you learn anything from me, Ara?” 

“I—,” | coughed. “I learned to love.” 

“But you never learned to forgive.” She looked down, wiping her 
wet, hazel eyes. 

“Cat, why would | need to forgive you? I’m the one that should be 
begging you for forgiveness. I’m the one that made your life a living 
Hell.” 

“| forgive you, Ara.” 

“What?” 

She repeated it for my slower self, “I. Forgive. You. For making my 
life a living Hell.” 

Sorrow was snoring now. She’d somehow gone from purring to 
snoring without a hitch. 

“Forgiving. Is it something that all humans do?” 

“Saints mostly,” she answered. “But I’m happy to help you learn if 
you'll let me, let all of us, show you how.” 

“Cat, | begged for my death too,” | confessed. “Staked to the ground 
with the soul-knife eating me alive, | knew | had to hold on to complete 
the mission, but | couldn’t bear it. | let go of everything at that 
moment.” 

Except for my shame. 

“Except me, Ara. You didn’t let go of me,” Cat cried openly. “I was 
there with you then and will be there with you the next time. Forgive 
yourself for being human, let go of your shame, and learn to live with 
your calling.” 

| lifted my hand from Sorrows neck. Cat reached out and took mine 
in both of hers. She had a surprisingly strong grip. 

“Enricata Ramsey, please know that if | weren’t already attached to 
a deadly temptress, or two, | would soon be begging you for your 


hand.” 

“Ha! Get in line. | mean, have you seen Captain Hartwell? And you 
must be at least twenty years older than him now. Yuck.” She laughed, 
anyway. 

“| choose to forgive you for that comment.” 

“There may be hope for you after all,” she sniffled. “At least until 
Yseria Warric finds you.” 

“No. You didn’t tell her anything, did you?” 

“Of course not. How do you think Yseria would feel if she knew that 
you were sleeping with her behind her back? Maybe I'll tell Raven, 
instead.” 

My laugh quickly turned into a cough. Cat pulled me close, and | 
wrapped my arms around her. | hadn’t seen her in months. She was 
taller now. Stronger too, but still my Cat. Her hair smelled like coffee. 

“My aunt Laila knows the man that owns the coffee import business 
for Maidenhall. | could have her put in an order for some of his best 
stuff.” 

She eyed me with suspicion. “What’s the catch?” 

“Only that you’d have to drink it here with me.” 

“And Uncle Cynan? I’m not allowed to drink coffee without him.” 

“It’s a deal. Now send up Saint Yseria.” 


Chapter 31 
Proof of Life 


Vigil Snow was given five minutes for a proof of life sort of meeting 
to make sure | wasn’t an imposter or a cadaver with strings. 

He’d been waiting all afternoon downstairs, enjoying his time with 
Lynda and Juno and even Cat. Vigil Moon wasn’t going anywhere, and 
| was thinking about calling her ‘Enricata’dune,’ my fat Cat, to appease 
Ayla. My newest sister had returned wearing her new pajama shirt, 
which was a bit longer than I'd first feared. She sat on her couch with a 
blanket, giving me the evil eye. 

Snow had his usual crew of Inquisitor Loeb, Captain Glenn, and 
Warden Hartwell with him. He’d been loaded for bear when he’d 
arrived in Maidenhall, hunting for his daughter and Vigil Moon. 
Inquisitor Hart attended the gathering to keep Loeb in line, and, 
besides my little sister, my extra-large, feline foot warmer remained to 
mess with Loeb. 

“Ara, we were briefed by your officers this afternoon. We’ve stopped 
in to wish you a fast recovery and are heading for home tomorrow,” 
said Vigil Snow. 

“We have a crack company here, Meryck. Don’t be afraid to call on 
us when we're needed.” 

“Certainly. We'll be traveling through Dungarr to meet Vigil Thorn on 
our way back. Any messages you'd like us to pass on to Akila?” 

“Please tell her that | forgive her.” 

“Anything else?” Snow asked. 

| was sure my officers had it well covered. “No.” 

I'd given Thorn everything. There was nothing left to say to her, and 


nothing more was owed between us. 

“Warden Hartwell, my thanks again for your nephew,” | rasped. “As 
my company’s second, he’s been a great fit, and his diligence will 
allow me the time needed to recover.” 

“Juno seems to think that you know more about demons than the 
average Vigil.” Hartwell avoided Snow’s gaze. “Perhaps we can chat 
more the next time our paths connect.” 

“Well, considering that he’s got a demon sitting on his bed, I'd say 
he does,” said Loeb. 

I'd been waiting for the turn in the conversation and was surprised it 
took Loeb this long to bring up the black presence. The looks on the 
faces of Snow and Warden Hartwell were priceless. 

“Her name is Sorrow. She’s half Dungarrian Panther,” said Ayla. 
“She used to be called ‘Desha’ for the bones of the sentinels that she’d 
crack as she ate them alive.” 

Somehow that explanation didn’t smooth over the men’s concerns, 
so | made the introductions. “Gentlemen, my newest sister, Ayla’dune 
Storm. She’s the sole surviving daughter of Chief Tilikum of the 
Emperor’s Children. The Chief would tie his prisoners down, feeding 
them to his pets while offering his Infernal god the dark energy of their 
slow, painful deaths. | managed to convert one of the animals to my 
cause before they stabbed me and staked me down.” 

“Ara destroyed my family and everyone in my village. | think he 
feels responsible for me now.” 

An awkward silence followed Ayla’s declaration. She had a 
remarkable grasp of the truth and, like her brother, an admirable sense 
of socially acceptable conversation. 

“It was the Death Valley Massacre all over again,” Hart confirmed, 
“But with women and children also being present among the dead.” 

OK, maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all. 

“Ara killed everyone in the village while he was tied to the ground?” 
Captain Glenn used to enjoy hearing about my exploits. 

“That's what he does, and he almost destroyed himself in the 
process,” Hart worked hard to keep her voice level. 

“Almost?” | coughed. “Hart, are we both looking in the same broken 
mirror?” 


| Know that Hart doesn’t use a mirror, but her blindness was 
cramping my style. It’s not like I'd ever asked her to read a book or 
anything. OK, maybe that one time, but that’s another story. 

Doctor Loeb had his point to make. “You make it sound like that’s all 
somehow worse than being killed.” 

“The villagers went to sleep and never woke up. How is that not 
better than being eaten alive by a witch, a jungle cat, or a demonic 
dagger?” Hart replied. She had the right of it, and that seemed to shut 
Loeb down. 

“A demonic dagger?” Ayla asked, having missed that part of the 
privation. 

“It was a small, black dagger. It will capture a person’s soul if it kills 
them,” | explained. “If it doesn’t kill them, it will make them wish it had.” 

She pulled a small knife from her travel pack. “Did it look like this?” 

The weapon was cased in a brown leather sheath, but a dreadfully 
familiar handle was visible to me. 

| flinched slightly. | may have started to weep. “Ayla, where did you 
get that?” 

“My father gave it to me. He wanted to hide it from the witch 
woman, and he never asked for it back. | think he forgot about it in his 
stupor, and she was furious. That’s when she started going outside at 
night to visit you.” 

The looks | got from Vigil Snow and Doctor Loeb said that we were 
way beyond their comfort level. 

“Ayla, please give me the knife,” said Hart. “It might help your 
brother immensely.” 

Ayla looked at me. 

“Please,” | begged, suddenly glad that | hadn’t eaten anything that 
day. | was also regretting my earlier mischief with Yseria as Ayla 
handed the weapon over to Hart. 

“It’s full of life energy,” said Hart, holding it out to me. “Can you feel 
it?” 

Touching the handle of the vile weapon, it hummed in my mind. | 
was in there and out here at the same time. Feeling the familiar energy 
calling to me, | pushed and pulled. Hof—Home, | thought as | did it. 

A jolt flashed through my palm, and the blade cracked in half. A 


small burst of smoke rose before us, and Sorrow growled. Suddenly, | 
could feel my connections again. Laila, Raven, and Yseria were pulling 
gently on my heart. 

“Hart,” | whispered. “What happened?” 

We heard a scream from down below and feet pounding. Laila was 
chasing Raven and Yseria up the stairs. My connection to Laila was 
fully restored. 

They burst into my room as Vigil Snow stepped out of the way. 

“Nephew, what have you done?” asked Laila. 

“W-What do you mean?” | was unable to take my eyes from 
Raven's face. 

| hadn’t seen her in almost two months. She’d lost weight, and it 
made her look older. 

What had | done to her, leaving like that? 

Laila quickly took charge and began sweeping people away, 
offering her good-byes to Snow and his crew as she cleared almost 
everyone from the room. Even Ayla followed her out, still giving Yseria 
a wide berth. 

“Rae, please forgive me,” | whispered. 

“Y—You look like Hell. What happened to you?” 

“There are too many things to list, but maybe | can tell you the 
whole story if you stay.” 

| forced myself to wait blindly, not daring to take a peek at her heart. 
Sorrow hopped off the bed and nudged Rae’s hand. 

“Thank you, sister,” Rae said. 

Sorrow growled as she walked out of the bedroom. Ayla screamed 
and went running down the stairs, laughing with the black panther fast 
on her heels. 

“I'd like to hear it,” Rae said, climbing onto our bed and wrapping 
herself around me. 


Epilogue 


Storm’s Witness 


A month after Lord Snow and his retinue had left Maidenhall, | stood 
in the back garden, my hand on Sorrow’s head, waiting for my sister 
Laila and Ben. It was my first time outside in more than four weeks, 
and the sun seemed to bask in my pale glow, its warmth almost 
rivaling that of Raven and Cat, standing at my side. 

Raven had insisted that | look in the mirror each day, and my 
youthful vitality had slowly returned. | could pass for someone in their 
mid-twenties, maybe. They had shaved my head and beard again, 
erasing my gray hair, and it was slowly returning in its natural shade of 
sandy brown. If only they could paint over the haunted color of my 
eyes and magically repair my damaged vocal cords, I’d lose those last 
five years and fully be myself again. 

To my relief, my company had moved into the mansion with me, 
calling it ‘the Checkered Flag’ after the plague flag that still adorned its 
front gate. | found the name poetic and fitting to our mission. We still 
laid claim to Sturgess Hall in support of Lynda Snow and her consul 
activities and always had a couple sentinels on hand there to support 
her. 

The constant presence of my extended family helped Ayla and | feel 
at home and even helped my little sister move into her second-floor 
bedroom. | had high hopes for her future if Raven didn’t kill her first. 
The girl didn’t have anyone left in the world but her new big brother, 
and she still needed plenty of attention in her time of mourning. Sorrow 
seemed to read her dark moods, never leaving Ayla alone, and both 
shared my couch more than Rae would have liked. 


Besides keeping Master Layne busy with more new clothes and 
pajama orders, we all kept my existence in the capital city a secret, 
wanting to sniff out any political detractors that might feel confident 
maneuvering in the face of our young Vigil Moon. Even Judge Small 
and his entourage were kept in the dark. 

The King had sent an invitation to Company Storm asking that we 
attend a ceremony in honor of their brave defense of Lockrun. Lord 
Snow and Vigil Thorn still had some pull with the King and his court 
and had gotten together to press for the overdue recognition. Duke 
Ragir and Lord Mayor Ramsey would be arriving in a few days to 
attend the special presentation. 

In that regard, our planning was underway, and Laila owed me a list 
of probable enemies. We’d be checking it before, during, and after the 
event. | wasn’t the only monster present in the city, but, as Vigil, | had 
the warrant of office to deal with the others, and as the Scarred Man, | 
certainly had the means. 

Every afternoon, the paladins held training sessions for the entire 
company in the yard opposite the stables. Cat wore an exquisite new 
short sword at her hip, her thirteenth birthday present, and had begun 
training under the watchful eye of Cynan Black. 

I'd sit in bed listening to the commands and the taunts and the 
cheers as the afternoon waned. Most times, Hart would sit on my 
couch, and we’d both listen, blindly betting on who was getting the 
better of whom and why. Our sister, Ayla, preferred to watch from the 
sidelines with Cat, but neither girl was allowed to participate with the 
larger group. 

At the end of each session, as dusk arrived upon the yard, Raven 
would step forward to spar with Andy and Yser, showing the rest of the 
company how dangerous the dark elves could be with their swords. 
Rae would take on both bodyguards simultaneously as her Kjaira soul 
emerged to guide her. 

| could feel it happen at the same time that Hart heard it. The 
sentinels in the yard would fall into silent awe as a new rhythm took 
hold over the sharp strikes of elven black blades, and the occasional 
stuttering hiss from Sorrow sounded from her perch on overwatch 
above the stables. 


“Did you see it?” | had asked Hart one evening, “When Sevin ended 
that Hell-knight outside Lockrun?” 

It was a serious question, one that | thought she could answer. 

“| heard it. The final strike seemed to echo, growing into a vibration 
that broke apart along with the knight’s control of the remaining Horde. 
Afterward, Sevin seemed to glow. Everyone did to my eyes.” 

“Do |?” 

“You had to ask that, didn’t you?” Hart had done her best not to 
smile. 

| held her opinion in the highest regard. “Cat has already confirmed 
my mean streak, so spit it out. It’s not like | have anywhere to run this 
time, not in these pajamas, anyway. They’re my favorites, a gift from 
my aunt, you know.” 

“You glow like a thunderstorm. In flashes of brilliance and deafening 
violence, you draw the attention of everyone around you with your 
power, a meld of war and light.” 

“Poetic. Now tell me what Walker Grey did to that sword of his, and 
can you hear it speak as he does?” 

### 

Laila’s list held only three names: a count, a colonel, and a 
baroness. All were mainstays of the Royal court, and all had good 
reason to be under suspicion. Colonel Lester Barnes was a former 
adjutant for the lord general of the Army and known to supply weapons 
and men to the Coven during times of underworld turmoil. The Army’s 
rolls had mysteriously come up short by dozens in the days following 
the Death Valley Massacre. 

Baroness Glouston was the widow of Baron Glouston, the one 
Royal that had lost his life in Death Valley. The Baroness had 
repeatedly denied knowing why her husband was in that filthy gorge, 
normally off-limits to all but criminal agents. There was some rumor 
that certain special imports were still flowing into Maidenhall under her 
purview. If the imports came through the Veil, | was interested. 
Otherwise, | expected Judge Small to handle it. 

Count Redding had acquired his connection to the King through 
marriage and had funded the assassination of the last Vigil of 
Maidenhall five years ago. Boss Sarpa, the Coven’s taskmaster, had 


eagerly fulfilled the contract as it opened the door for the Coven’s 
darkest dealings. This heinous act was enough for me to condemn the 
count, but we had to tread carefully where the Peers were concerned. 

Rumors had surfaced that Redding was offering bounties again but 
was having difficulty finding any takers for his new contracts. Laila and 
Ben were keeping a close watch on that as the Royal presentation 
ceremony drew near. 

### 

None of us had ever been invited to attend King Falbrenn’s court, 
instead always communicating through Judge Small, and | aimed to 
put our anonymity to good use. 

On the evening before the King’s ceremony, Captain Hartwell and 
Company Storm escorted Vigil Enricata Moon into the Sturgess 
Courthouse compound to meet with Lord-Mayor Ramsey, Duke Ragir, 
and Judge Small to review tomorrow’s heavily scripted proceedings. 
They would all be staying the night in the relative safety of the judge’s 
estate. 

| would be arriving there with Raven and our bodyguards the 
following morning, keeping my existence hidden until the last moment. 
| couldn’t help but wonder what Snow and Thorn had been thinking, 
pushing Company Storm for an audience with the King. They had to 
know that | would attend, and we weren't about to let them down. 

Laila made sure that we were dressed for the part, pulling out a few 
stops with Master Layne and her jeweler, a man named Cobble, and 
Ben had arranged for an escort from the Royal Curtain Guard, his 
obvious military connections showing. 

My appearance, martial in the extreme, sported a reinforced black 
leather coat over chainmail that was tailored with dark gray fabric to fit 
loosely over the steel vambraces and leather wraps protecting my 
arms. Stealing a page from the judge, | wore black leather riding pants 
over a pair of special soft leather wraps designed to protect the still 
healing wounds on my ankles. We didn’t want me bleeding on the 
King’s floors or shuffling around like the old man | used to be. 

Exile fit across my back above Sorrow. The imbued dagger was a 
gift from Cat, and it gave me the boost that | needed to proceed. With 
Sorrows Twin to light up her day, Hart had given Cat our empty fang- 


dagger as a token of office. 

Raven was the scene-stealer, fashioned in a sleeveless black dress 
with a white leather coat of Master Layne’s special design. Her hair 
was pulled up, and a small fortune in black and white diamonds clung 
around her neck. They were my birthday present but looked incredible 
on Rae. If the King, a man with a notorious eye for beauty, didn’t take 
notice, I’d know that Hell had already descended upon the Crown. 

We rode out the back gate with our bodyguards and met our escort 
in front of Laila’s house. We didn’t even have to speak. A simple 
whistle from Ben set the column in motion, escorting an exotic princess 
and her three bodyguards to the King’s court. Yseria was wearing two 
black blades across her back, just in case Raven required Talon, but 
that wasn’t in the plan. Ben Heck and a few of his men would be 
escorting us at a discreet distance up until the gate into the Royal 
District. 

Our troop waited outside the Sturgess Courthouse Compound gate 
for the Storm Company entourage to emerge. Duke Ragir and Judge 
Small halted at the devastating sight of Raven Ylamil, Bastian 
Princess, and her escort. The confusion of both men, not knowing who 
to look at or acknowledge first, cheered me up. | was hoping for a 
similar effect once we entered the King’s Grand Hall. 

“Gentlemen, you have both met my consort, Vigil Storm,” said 
Raven. “His ghost got tired of all the drama and sent him back to me.” 

She had to have thought of that one ahead of time, and she would 
pay for it dearly later, | hoped, once I’d more fully recovered my 
stamina. 

| spoke, not looking or sounding like my old self, “Lord Small, it’s 
good to see you well, and you, Duke Ragir.” 

This small greeting allowed the two men to reset their bearings and 
nod in return. Cat rode out beside her father and cast me a big smile. 
She had two paladins as bodyguards, which had helped me convince 
her to leave her new sword at home. 

Judge Small and Duke Ragir led our procession to King’s residence 
and walked into the Grand Hall at the prearranged time, followed by 
Vigil Enricata Moon, Storm Company Consul Lynda Snow, and Lord 
Mayor Ramsey. The rest of the company followed them in at a short 


distance and would be announced later as part of the ceremony. 

The Grand Hall boasted white marble floors and ceilings that arched 
thirty feet overhead. Several large windows sat high in each of the 
walls, lighting the room and our procession as it approached the Royal 
Dais. There was no place to hide except in plain sight. 

Raven and | walked in at the tail end of the group, and | immediately 
began searching for our suspected targets or any other predators in 
the huge room. The multitude of Lords and Ladies wore a potent mix of 
perfumes and finery, thwarting some, but not all of my senses. 

Our party had halted fifteen yards short of the King as he sat on his 
dais, surrounded by his well-stocked inner circle of advisors and 
heavenly consorts. 

Everyone bowed at the judge’s cue, everyone except Raven, Cat, 
and |. Raven was a Bastian Princess and, as such, held her own Royal 
standing. Vigils only bowed to our peers as a courtesy and only when 
they bowed to us first. The King, by his family’s long-standing decree, 
was considered a peer. The opening bow signaled the start of the 
script and immediately told everyone present where the players for the 
next scene would be. 

| noted several poorly masked flashes of surprise and confusion 
around the ornate meeting hall. 

We all waited silently as Lord Roger Small introduced the duke, the 
lord mayor, and Vigil Enricata Moon, the acting Vigil for Company 
Storm. | hadn’t been present for the Lockrun defense and was 
overjoyed to see the company receive their accolades. 

The King commented on how young Vigil Moon appeared and her 
relationship with the Lord Mayor of Lockrun. It set the court buzzing 
with uncertainty, and Lynda Snow looked even paler than usual. Her 
job had become far more challenging. 

The ranking officers on the field at Lockrun, our paladins, Inquisitor 
Hart, and Captain Hartwell, were all introduced to his Royal Highness 
and offered the King’s Commendation to share as they saw fit. Hart 
seemed especially nervous in the presence of such elevated beings 
and fought to keep herself steady. 

Falbrenn also seemed distracted, but his eyes occasionally reached 
the back of the room to caress Raven at my side. The man had a good 


twenty years on me, with strong black hair and a handsome chin. He 
wasn't physically fit, but his Royal robes did all the talking necessary. | 
wasn’t all that fit either, at the moment, but my sword did mine. 

Scattered throughout the King’s congregation were a dozen 
bodyguards, coldly efficient in their scans around the room. They were 
more hounds than predators, safely on the King’s leash until a threat 
appeared. They seemed to sniff at me tolerably often from afar. 

Around the busy room, | could feel plenty of amusement and mixed 
feelings at our presence, but nothing terribly hostile. 

The King waved his cousin forward, speaking in low tones. Judge 
Small wasn’t surprised as he turned and nodded to Raven. Given her 
cue, my beloved walked forward for introductions while | waited in the 
back of the room with our two bodyguards. The King had set the 
predefined script aside, and the Royal crowd began to murmur around 
us. 

It was the opening that we needed. 

As Raven, a new face for the court, approached the dais, | felt a 
hunger emerge from the King and crowd. She halted ten yards from 
the King, and that was close enough for me. | felt the Royal Hounds 
perk up at her presence, a snarl beginning in their minds, while lust 
bloomed in Falbrenn’s. It was expected but still annoying as Hell. 

“My Lord, may | introduce Princess Raven Ylamil from the Royal 
court in Bastian. Lady Ylamil is present today as a member of the 
Company of Vigil Storm, though she wasn’t on the field during the 
attack on Lockrun,” said Lord Small. 

“| should hope not,” replied the King. “Such a flower to risk before 
the jaws of Hell.” 

And people derided my skills of flirtation? 

The King, more a collector than a predator, turned his brazen smile 
fully on Raven, “Well met, my Lady. What is your connection to this 
illustrious company?” 

| had learned enough from Raven, Lynda Snow, and her brother 
Meryl to know that in any court, it was all about connections and who 
you know. Raven had grown up in one such cagy environment. 

“My father, King Janis Ylamil, has offered me the position of 
Ambassador to your court, but my connection to Vigil Storm and his 


company have taken precedence these past few months.” 

Her vague response had drawn a triangle for the King to consider, 
naming two powerful men that backed her. 

The King preferred something simpler. “Il had heard about the loss 
of Vigil Storm in the Dungarr campaign. It was sad news for us all.” 

Admiring another obvious line, | searched the room, noting a 
downturn in moods, but spied one heart glowing, laughing even, at the 
King’s words, not far from the King’s right shoulder. A monster was 
part of the Royal inner circle, taking advantage of the vacuum my 
destruction had provided. 

Feth. 

My paladins were bracketing Vigil Moon, and Sevin was holding 
Hart’s hand. Lynda stood with Duke Ragir and Lord Mayor Ramsey; 
our sentinels were arrayed behind them. 

Raven had hesitated, giving me a chance to scan about. She 
replied, following a script of our own making, “King Falbrenn, | would 
like to offer you and your court a message from Vigil Ara Storm, if | 
may.” 

The King was plainly confused by the post-mortem request but 
unable to deny Raven the floor. He nodded for Raven to continue. 

“Firstly, Vigil Storm reiterates for all present his decree officially 
elevating Enricata Ramsey to the post of Vigil Enricata Moon and asks 
that your Royal Highness witness such decree before your court.” 

The King had honored Vigil Moon and Company Storm before his 
entire court, and it would have seemed odd denying such a simple 
request from a dead man. 

“It is witnessed,” he offered a sympathetic tone. 

Judge Small was slowly becoming agitated, knowing that we’d set 
him up for a challenging future conversation with his Royal cousin. 
Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention as Sevin 
stepped in front of Hart. Looking more closely, | realized that she was 
shaking, and | locked myself in place, not wanting to spoil the moment. 

Feth. 

“Thank you for your kindness,” Raven continued, “Secondly, Vigil 
Storm has risked everything in support of your Highness and the 
Realm of Colivar. He offers the Royal Body a warning that there are 


traitors among you and Peers acting in league with those that would 
call upon Infernal forces to assert their will on the King and his court. 
Some Peers would rather see a vigil dead than protecting Maidenhall.” 

The Hall fell into silence at the meaning embedded in Rae’s words. 
It was a bold accusation, one of high treason, and an unheard-of 
challenge for a newcomer to speak in front of the entire court, whether 
or not the suspected Peers were present. 

Blurry spots of anxiety and guilt flashed around the room, but one 
woman inside the King’s circle had gotten the message and boiled 
over with anger and contempt. | reached out and pulled on their 
depthless anger, elevating it to a fury to be consumed by my darker 
half. Their eyes flashed in hunger at Raven, and | was done. 

“That is a hardy statement, Lady Ylamil. | wish Vigil Storm were 
here to back up those accusations,” said the King, staring down upon 
us all. 

In his lust, the King had set aside Raven’s explanation of her 
position at the court. Being his Peer, dead or alive, | was ready to 
make my presence known. 

Raven smiled. “That brings me to the final part of the message, 
King Falorenn.” 

| was still standing in the back of the room. At Rae’s words, | 
reached over my shoulder and drew Exile, pointing it to the King’s 
right. 

“Who is that?” | rasped, fresh anger already exceeding my 
borrowed fury. 

“Who dares draw their weapon in my presence?” the King shouted 
with all manner of Royal indignation. 

Feth him. 

| ignored his question. Staring down the Royal Hounds, | let 
Falbrenn wait for once. 

Timing is everything when you are hunting a spider in its web. 

Raven replied in her clearest voice, setting everyone back except 
my target, “Your Highness, may | introduce my consort and beloved, 
Vigil Ara Storm.” 

| walked steadily to the front of the room; my glaive was still out as | 
stepped between Raven and the King. The Royal Hounds leaned 


forward, hands on their weapons, still waiting for their signal. Yseria 
and Andarion had moved with me, halting beside Raven. 

| pointed to the buxom blonde on the King’s right. “Lord Small, 
please bring that woman to me. We must be introduced.” 

Small stepped forward and spoke quietly to one of the Hounds, 
ignoring the stern look he was getting from the King. 

Finally, Falobrenn stood and ordered the woman, ‘Lady Winter,’ 
forward. She was tall, a regal blonde, beautiful in the extreme, dressed 
in a cream-colored gown with dark blue gems adorning her ears and 
neck. 

“What interest do you have in my newest consort?” said Falbrenn, 
trying to retake control of the scene and defend his latest conquest. 

Lady Winter advanced casually through the throng and down the 
steps to stand before me, confident in her strength and her new 
dominion. She gazed upon her favorite dessert. Her heart was almost 
unrecognizable in its shroud as she struck. 

Hart screamed my name, and | swayed with a sudden dizzying 
fatigue. 

Behind me, a Kjaira moved. 

“Your Highness, it is simple. We were lovers—,” Lady Winter spoke 
in the instant before Ta/on, a blur in Raven’s hands, cleaved through 
her neck. 

The witch’s body toppled to the ground and writhed, flailing and 
grasping at the empty space around it. A vile black smoke poured from 
its open neck instead of blood. 

| drew Sorrow and drove it into the creature’s unbound heart, the 
Kjaira devouring the primal dark hunger as it tried to escape. 

The King and his companions scrambled back away, as did the 
many onlookers in the gallery around us. Even the Royal Hounds 
retreated a step, still forming a silent wall in front of Falbrenn. 

“We were never lovers,” | spat, gutted by my rage and shame, 
standing alone in the billowing curse that was Vigaila Grace. 

Raven grabbed my arm and held me steady as the black cloud 
clung to my skin. The Mad Black circled, the chronic curse spiraling in 
with dizzying determination. With a monster of my own creation lying 
there at my feet, | bit down on my fury and fought the madness as it 


turned to assail my heart. 

My connections flared within me, taking hold, and my Vigil scars 
burned anew, offering me a painful hint, a nudge in the right direction if 
there was such a thing amidst the chaos of my mind. Staked in place, | 
caught the Black and held on, its tongue emerging from the smoke to 
lick at my eyes. Visions of dead children swam before me, and their 
ashes clogged my throat. 

How can one forgive that? 

A distant growl slipped in through the high windows, a sinister 
vibration cutting through the haze. 

Releasing a burst of fury, | drove the madness back down and left it 
lying at the feet of the King and his hardened hounds. Fed by the 
Royal bodyguards’ fortitude, | ignored the call of the white marble floor; 
| swayed, soulless and empty. 

Not trusting my voice, | spoke quietly, delivering our final message, 
“There are more in Maidenhall that deserve the same fate as those in 
Death Valley or those killed in the Dungarr. | won’t abide them or their 
threat to the Realm. That, | decree.” 

“It is witnessed,” said the King, his eyes never leaving mine. 


Coming Next: 
Wind Catcher 
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